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Steve Reich

Phases: A Nonesuch Retrospective
Disc One

 
Music for 18 Musicians (1976) 67:42

1. Pulses 5:26
2. Section I 3:58

3. Section II 5:13
4. Section IIIA 3:55
5. Section IIIB 3:46

6. Section IV 6:37
7. Section V 6:49
8. Section VI 4:54
9. Section VII 4:19
10. Section VIII 3:35
11. Section IX 5:24
12. Section X 1:51
13. Section XI 5:44
14. Pulses 6:11
 
Steve Reich and Musicians
Rebecca Armstrong, Marion Beckenstein, Cheryl Bensman Rowe, sopranos
Jay Clayton, alto, piano
Russell Hartenberger, Bob Becker, Tim Ferchen, marimbas, xylophones
James Preiss, vibraphone, piano
Garry Kvistad, marimba, xylophone, piano
Steve Reich, marimba, piano
Thad Wheeler, marimba, maracas
Nurit Tilles, Edmund Niemann, pianos
Philip Bush, piano, maracas
Elizabeth Lim, violin
Jeanne LeBlanc, cello
Leslie Scott, Evan Ziporyn, clarinets, bass clarinets
Disc Two

 
Different Trains (1988) 26:51

1. America-Before the war 8:59
2. Europe-During the war 7:31
3. After the war 10:21
 

Kronos Quartet
David Harrington, violin
John Sherba, violin
Hank Dutt, viola
Joan Jeanrenaud, cello

Tehillim (1981) 30:29
4. Part I: Fast 11:45
5. Part II: Fast 5:54
6. Part III: Slow 6:19
7. Part IV: Fast 6:24
 
Schönberg Ensemble with Percussion Group The Hague
Reinbert de Leeuw, conductor
 
Barbara Borden, Tannie Willemstijn, sopranos
Yvonne Benschop, Ananda Goud, mezzo-sopranos
 
8. Eight Lines (1979) 17:29
 

Bang on a Can
Bradley Lubman, conductor
Todd Reynolds, Gregor Kitzis, Jaqueline Carrasco, Elizabeth Knowles, violins
Martha Mook, Ron Lawrence, violas
Mark Stewart, Greg Passelink, cellos
Patti Monson, David Fedele, flutes, piccolos
Michael Lowenstern, Evan Ziporyn, clarinets, bass clarinets
Edmund Niemann, Nurit Tilles, pianos
 
Disc Three

 
You Are (Variations) (2004) 27:00

1. You are wherever your thoughts are 13:14

2. Shiviti Hashem L'negdi (I place the Eternal before me) 4:15

3. Explanations come to an end somewhere 5:24

4. Ehmor m'aht, v'ahsay harbay (Say little and do much) 4:04

 

Los Angeles Master Chorale
Grant Gershon, conductor

Phoebe Alexander, Tania Batson, Claire Fedoruk, Rachelle Fox, Marie Hodgson, Emily Lin, sopranos
Sarona Farrell, Amy Fogerson, Alice Murray, Nancy Sulahian, Kim Switzer, Tracy Van Fleet, altos
Pablo Corá, Shawn Kirchner, Joseph Golightly, Sean McDermott, Fletcher Sheridan, Kevin St. Clair, tenors
Geri Ratella, Sara Weisz, flutes

Joan Elardo, Joel Timm, oboes

James Faschia, Helen Goode-Castro, Larry Hughes, clarinets

Gloria Cheng, Lisa Edwards, Brian Pezzone, Vicki Ray, pianos

Wade Culbreath, Mike Englander, John Magnussen, Tom Raney, marimbas, vibes
Tamara Hatwan, Ralph Morrison, Susan Reddish, violin 1
Samuel Fischer, Julie Rogers, Steve Scharf, violin 2
Darren McCann, Victoria Miskolcsky, Catherine Reddish, violas
Delores Bing, Maurice Grants, Roger LeBow, cellos
Oscar Hidalgo, bass
 
New York Counterpoint (1985) 11:19

5. Fast 5:03
6. Slow 2:44
7. Fast 3:32
 
Evan Ziporyn, clarinets
 
8. Cello Counterpoint (2003) 11:36

 
Maya Beiser, cello
 
Electric Counterpoint (1987) 14:43
9. Fast 6:51

10. Slow 3:22
11. Fast 4:30
 
Pat Metheny, guitar
 
Triple Quartet (1999) 14:43
12. First Movement 7:10

13. Second Movement 4:05
14. Third Movement 3:28
 
Kronos Quartet
David Harrington, violin
John Sherba, violin
Hank Dutt, viola
Jennifer Culp, cello 
 
Disc Four

 
1. Come Out (1966) 12:48

 

2. Proverb (1995) 14:04

 

Theatre of Voices

Andrea Fullington, Sonja Rasmussen, Allison Zelles, sopranos
Alan Bennett, Paul Elliott, tenors

 

with members of The Steve Reich Ensemble
Russell Hartenberger, Bob Becker, vibraphones
Nurit Tilles, Edmund Niemann, electric organs
 

Paul Hillier, conductor
 

The Desert Music (1984) 48:04

Text by William Carlos Williams

3. First Movement (Fast) 7:54

4. Second Movement (Moderate) 6:59

5. Third Movement, Part One (Slow) 7:00

6. Third Movement, Part Two (Moderate) 5:54

7. Third Movement, Part Three (Slow) 5:55

8. Fourth Movement (Moderate) 3:35

9. Fifth Movement (Fast) 10:48

 

Steve Reich and Musicians

with Members of the Brooklyn Philharmonic and Chorus

Michael Tilson Thomas, conductor
 
Principal Percussion:
Russell Hartenberger, Bob Becker, Glen Velez, Garry Kvistad
 
Principal Strings:
Julie Rosenfeld, concertmistress
Deborah Redding, second violin
Francesca Martin, viola
Sharon Prater, cello
Donald Palma, bass
 
Choral Contractor:
Cheryl Bensman, soprano
 
Disc Five

 
1. Music for Mallet Instruments, Voices, and Organ (1973) 16:50
 
Steve Reich and Musicians
Bob Becker, Tim Ferchen, Russell Hartenberger, Steve Reich, marimbas
Garry Kvistad, Thad Wheeler, glockenspiels
James Preiss, vibraphone
Nurit Tilles, electric organ
Pamela Wood Ambush, Rebecca Armstrong, voices (long tones)
Jay Clayton, voice (melodic patterns)
 
Drumming (1971) 56:43

2. Part I 17:30

3. Part II 18:11

4. Part III 11:13

5. Part IV 9:50

 

Steve Reich and Musicians

Bob Becker, Ben Harms, Russell Hartenberger, Garry Kvistad, James Preiss, Steve Reich, Gary Schall, Glen Velez, Thad Wheeler, tuned drums, marimbas, glockenspiels
Pamela Wood Ambush, Jay Clayton, voices
Steve Reich, whistling
Mort Silver, piccolo
Liner notes

The greatness of Steve Reich is a given. His reputation as a prime originator in contemporary music is more or less etched in stone. In the 1960s and ’70s, he found a rigorous solution to a pressing challenge: how to restore, after a long period of experimentation, the primal pleasures of stable harmony and a steady pulse. Reich did this in a way that was unblinkingly modern, not at all nostalgic or neo-Romantic. Works such as Drumming, Music for 18 Musicians, New York Counterpoint, and You Are (Variations) resonate cleanly through the caverns of the mind, leaving the listener in a state of wide-awake delight. Reich’s influence is vast, reaching far outside classical composition to encompass jazz, rock, pop, electronic music, and hip-hop. On some days, as familiar shimmering patterns echo on the soundtracks of commercials and from the loudspeakers of dance clubs, it seems as though we are living in a world scored by Reich.

In light of the grandeur of his reputation, it is almost disconcerting that the man himself is still so present, writing at full force as he reaches the age of seventy. You can ride the subway to the lower end of Manhattan, emerge onto a street within sight of the Brooklyn Bridge, walk for a minute or two, press a buzzer marked Reich, and, if you are fortunate, hear a crisp voice say “Come on up.” He does not look the part of the musical revolutionist, whatever that might be. With his black button-down shirts and signature baseball cap, he fits the image of an independent film director, a cultural-studies professor, or some other out-in-the-world intellectual. Once he starts speaking, you feel the peculiar velocity of his mind. He is, notably, as much a listener as a talker, although he talks at blistering speed. He reacts swiftly to slight sounds in his midst—the soft buzz of a cell phone, a siren on the street outside, the whistle of a teakettle. Each sound has some information to give him. The windows have thick double panes; even for a listener as omnivorous as Reich, the city gives out too much information.

Steve Reich was born in New York, on October 3, 1936. His parents separated when he was still a baby, and he spent much of his childhood riding trains back and forth to Los Angeles, where his mother, a successful singer and lyricist, had moved. He later said that the clickety-clack of wheels on tracks helped to shape his rhythmic sense. Otherwise, he had a fairly ordinary middle-class upbringing; he absorbed all the humming waves of information that were being given out by America’s culture of postwar prosperity. His formative musical experiences were with recordings, rather than with live performances. In particular, he found himself listening nonstop to Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 5, Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, and various bebop records featuring the likes of Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, and Kenny Clarke.

Inclined at first toward philosophy, he studied the thought of Ludwig Wittgenstein at Cornell. Then he went to Juilliard for music. Seeking an escape from the East Coast establishment, he moved to San Francisco and enrolled in the music school at Mills College, where the Italian avant-gardist Luciano Berio was a visiting professor in 1961 and 1962. Most of Reich’s early works employed Schoenberg’s twelve-tone method, but there was something grudging about his use of the then-canonical compositional system. He began to hear alternatives in the modal improvisations of John Coltrane, whom he went to hear some fifty times, and also in archival recordings of polyrhythmic African drumming. He also dabbled in San Francisco’s nascent psychedelic culture; he collaborated with one of his fellow students, Phil Lesh, later the bass player of The Grateful Dead, on far-out happenings and prankster spectacles.

In the fall of 1964, Reich participated in the first performance of Terry Riley’s In C, a hypnotic haze of multiple, looping patterns derived from the C-major scale. Phenomena of repetition intrigued him to no end. One day in January, 1965, he was fooling around with tapes of a Pentecostal preacher shouting “It ain’t gonna rain!” when he noticed an interesting effect. Two identical tapes of the preacher’s voice were running in unison, but one machine was playing slightly faster than the other, so that the tapes began to go out of phase: “It’s-s gonna-a rain-n! It’s-‘s gonn-nna rai-in! It’s-t’s gonna-onna rai-ain! It’s-it’s gonna-gonna rain-rain!” Listening on stereo headphones, with one ear tuned to the left machine and the other to the right, Reich had a physical reaction; the sound went down one side of his body and up the other. He generated an electronic composition from this happy accident, entitled It’s Gonna Rain. He then made another, Come Out, based on the voice of Daniel Hamm, one of six African-American boys who were beaten up in a Harlem police precinct house in 1964.

Reich now had a stroke of genius: he translated the going-out-of-phase effect into instrumental music. Piano Phase, for two pianos, uses a repeating pattern made up of the first six notes of the major scale. As the pianists move in and out of sync, a surprisingly eventful and colorful narrative unfolds, replete with modulations, transitions, and climaxes. In this and other pioneering process-driven works, a distinctive personality emerges — lean in form, detached in mood, logical in movement, yet marked by some indefinable mixture of beauty and sadness. The music has a soul of its own, which may fascinate and mystify the composer as much as it does the rest of us.

What came to be called minimalism was unleashed full force in Four Organs, first conceived in August 1969, the month of the Manson murders and the killing of a spectator at a Rolling Stones show in Altamont, California. Explosions of violence had been filling the news: the assassinations of Robert Kennedy and Martin Luther King, Jr., the massacre at My Lai in Vietnam, riots on university campuses and in inner cities. Four Organs is, in its own way, an apocalyptic, end-of-the-world piece: heard at full volume, its electric-organ sound becomes an all-out assault. The entire piece is based on a six-note chord that consists of a D-major triad superimposed on top of an E-major one. As maracas provide a steady pulse, the notes of the chord are prolonged by degrees, so that the harmony rotates this way and that. After many permutations, it finally resolves on a simple open fifth. In a dark time, Reich was finding his way back to a solid center. 

In the 1976 masterwork Music for 18 Musicians, pulsating rhythm is balanced by a comparably sophisticated drama of harmony. The piece is almost symphonic in its narrative arc, proceeding from light to dark and back to light again. It is built on a cycle of eleven chords, each of which governs a section from two or seven minutes in length. Early on, bass instruments emphasize a low D, giving the feeling that this is the work’s tonal center and basement level. But in Section V, bass clarinets and clarinets lower the floor from D to C sharp — a crucial alteration in the physical space of the music. The harmony plunges toward C-sharp minor, and rugged six-note figures come burrowing in. A similar change in the weather darkens Section IX, which is almost expressionistic in its stabbing intensity. Only at the end do D- and A-major-ish chords brighten the air.

Reich wrote several more examples of what might be called “grand minimalism,” letting his discoveries resonate within a large frame. In Drumming, he applied lessons that he had learned from studying West African drumming at the University of Ghana. The Desert Music and Tehillim are spacious, dramatic settings of William Carlos Williams and the Hebrew Psalms, respectively. Then, a new project seized Reich’s attention: he worked to erase the boundary between speech and music, by teasing melodies out of the rise and fall of recorded voices. In the 1990s, he produced a pair of video operas with live accompaniment. First came The Cave, which explored the history of the Cave at Hebron and the Biblical stories related to it. Then came Three Tales, which tells three parables of technology run amok: the crash of the German airship Hindenburg, the testing of atomic bombs on Bikini Atoll, and, in a preview of a catastrophe to come, the birth of artificial intelligence and cloning. In recent years, Reich has once again emphasized instrumental writing; in the Triple Quartet and You Are (Variations), classic minimalism is enriched with new harmonic adventures and diversions.

Perhaps the most haunting Reich work to date is Different Trains, which was given its premiere in 1988, by the Kronos Quartet. This was the first piece in which the composer used recorded speech to create melodic lines. It stemmed from the memory of those long railroad journeys of childhood, and also from the adult reflection that if Reich had been a child in Europe in the 1940s his fate might have been different: “As a Jew, I would have had to ride on very different trains.” The electronic component mingles voices of African-American Pullman porters with those of Holocaust survivors and the neutral noise of train whistles. As the string instruments sing along to these memory-shrouded sounds, they don’t tell us what to feel; they set forth a glistening grid, on which we can plot our own emotions. The result is a music of precision and tears.
Alex Ross, 2006

At the opening of any Steve Reich work, an idea sounds and begins to resonate outward.  The reflections created by this idea are of such an exquisite nature that you feel the composer is dealing with the purest form that music can have.  In the same way that physicists are searching for the meaning of the universe in the smallest particles that make it up, Steve's music deals with the most profound secrets of how music comes into being.  Steve not only sees the world in a grain of sand, he sets it vibrating.

This purity of concept and approach makes Steve Reich's output a natural entry point for understanding how music comes into being and how it works its magic on us.  Beginning in the 1960s, his early tape and phasing pieces cause us to explore our own perceptions of speech and sound.  With the rhythmic cannons of the 1970s, he uses the elemental pulses of life to reveal an almost sculptural quality in music, where a small change in our aural viewpoint reveals an entirely new perspective.  Independent harmonic rhythm arrives as well in this decade, grounding his large-scale structures while expanding the expressive horizon in all directions.  Within these larger harmonic forms Steve discovers a melodic voice that is eloquently his own, adding an extra dimension to his unique musical language.

Because this musical trajectory parallels that of human mental development, I have taken great joy in introducing children and young people to his musical world.  Steve's works teach them immediately in a singular way that music is a participatory event.  It doesn't matter whether you are playing, singing, or listening; you are part of the music.

If you are lucky enough to work with him as a performer, your excitement will be doubled by realizing not only that he wants you to perform a piece perfectly, but also that he loves it when you perform it creatively.  It is hard to describe the rush when he approaches you after your group has just nailed some very virtuosic passage and says, with that half smile of his, "Now that's just what the doctor ordered!" 

Unlike any other music that I have come across, Steve Reich's creations make us actively aware of our own listening experience.  His is a musical mirror held up to remind us of what it means to be alive and united by sound.
 
David Robertson, 2006
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