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Thirty six years ago I had the nerve to write a short essay entitled 'Some Optimistic Predictions (1970) about the Future of 
Music'. - I would not write such an essay today.  Nevertheless, let us take a quick look at what I wrote then and see if it has 
turned out that way or not: 
 
The essay begins: 
 
"Electronic music as such will gradually die and be absorbed into the ongoing music of people singing and playing 
instruments.'" 
 
Well, in the world of concert music I'd say that has proved to be basically true. We almost never sit in a room in a concert 
hall and hear a recording or see someone twisting dials as the only musical activity. We certainly see electric guitars and 
basses, synthesizers, samplers and computers, but being played by musicians joining other musicians playing more 
traditional  instruments and singing. On the other hand, in the electronica world we often see and hear DJs with computers, 
turntables and other machines as their only instruments.  - So, true for concert music, partially true for pop. 
 
The essay continues: 
 
"Non-Western music in general and African, Indonesian and Indian music in particular, will serve as new structural models 
for Western musicians. Not as new models of sound. (That's the old exoticism trip.) Those of us who love the sounds will 
hopefully just go and learn how to play these musics." 
 
To this I would have to say - wrong - but not because every band doesn't have a sitar or African drums in it. Rather, when 
someone gives me a CD of what is now called 'World Music', I find that, to my ears, it is basically African pop and rock, 
Indonesian pop and rock, South American pop and rock and so on. The traditional indigenous music in Ghana for example 
seems to have largely disappeared, or, as a Ghanaian musicologist recently told me, become 'very rural music' or perhaps 
'Grandpa's music'. Given the international fame and fortune that await pop performers from anywhere on the face of the 
globe, this is hardly a surprising development - but one I did not anticipate. I should add that the Balinese seem particularly 
resistant to having their music changed into Western pop. They are able to incorporate western music and even electronics 
but keep metallic percussion at the heart of their Gamelans in tact. The fact of the matter is that today I find very few 
younger composers who draw their techniques or inspiration from non-Western music. 
 
The next paragraph from back in 1970 reads, 
 
"Music schools will be resurrected through offering instruction in the practice and theory of all the world's music. Young 
composer/performers will form all sorts of new ensembles growing out of one or several of the world's musical traditions." 
 
Here again, I guess the answer is, some conservatories like Oberlin and Cal Arts and undoubtedly others in my country, 
have a student gamelan or African drum teachers or some non Western musical instruction and other music schools do not. 
I’m glad to hear that there is a full Gamelan at St. Luke’s, where I was this afternoon, and indeed at the Royal College of 
Music and the South Bank Centre. 
 
The next paragraph in my 1970 essay switches to dance: 
 
"Serious dancers who now perform with pulse-less music or with no music at all, will be replaced by young musicians and 
dancers who will reunite rhythmic music and dance as a high art form." 
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Well, here I would say I was mostly correct. Certainly last night, tonight and tomorrow night at the Barbican Anne Teresa de 
Keersmaeker, Richard Alston and Akram Khan are dancing to my music live and on recording and there's no question of its 
not being rhythmic. Nor am I the only composer or are these the only dancers all working with live or recorded rhythmic 
music which serves as the energy cell for their dance. In the pop world it has always been thus and in modern dance it is 
once again the majority practice. 
 
My last sentence probably was the most central: 
 
'The pulse and the concept of clear tonal center will reemerge as basic sources of new music."  - Well, maybe not for 
everyone, but certainly for many composers around the world and for a majority of those in the English speaking world.  
 
Today I would not venture such predictions. Nevertheless, many things have changed since the 1970s and here are some 
thoughts on some of those changes and where they may lead: 
 
1. Composition students from the late 1950s through the 80s or later found they were presented with basically one way to 
compose. The way of Boulez, Stockhausen, Berio et al or John Cage. Many articles of the day noted that while the 
Europeans used total or near total organization and Cage used chance the results were remarkably similar; no pulse, no 
harmonic center, no melodies one could hum. Now, when I occasionally speak with student composers I find that some are 
writing like late romantics and their teachers think its just splendid, others are writing heavily influenced by rock and roll and 
their teachers think its just splendid, some are still sticking to their serial guns and their teachers think that's splendid, still 
others are writing like myself and their teachers think even that's just splendid. Some turn to me and say, 'You helped 
liberate us!' - Well, I'm not sure who was in a better position. In his 'Poetics of Music' Stravinsky wrote:  "...in art as in 
everything else, one can build only upon a resisting foundation: whatever constantly gives way to pressure, constantly 
renders movement impossible. My freedom thus consists in my moving about within the narrow frame that I have assigned 
myself for each one of my undertakings...Whatever diminishes constraint diminishes strength." I wish those young 
composers now free to do whatever they like within the entire world history of classical and popular music good luck. 
 
2. Many orchestras in America and indeed in the UK and on the continent - are concerned about diminishing and aging 
audiences. Some of them have tried film music to lure the young but I'm not sure that will succeed.  Several people, 
including the late conductor Erich Leinsdorf, the former artistic director of the Los Angeles Philharmonic, Ernest Fleishman 
and some say Pierre Boulez, have suggested another possibility. A symphony orchestra, joined by an early music ensemble 
and a 20th/21st century ensemble each with its own conductor. These three groups would exist under one roof or at least 
one management, tour widely and offer a repertoire of 1000 years of Western music rather than the 150-200 years 
presently offered by orchestras. It suggests fewer orchestras but instead larger regional music centers offering musicians 
an opportunity to play and audiences an opportunity to hear a wider range of music than is presently the case. A cellist who 
perhaps studied gamba would have an opportunity to play early music and a percussionist with the Classic/Romantic 
orchestra would have a chance to play in the percussion heavy repertoire of the 20th/21st Century Ensemble. Audiences 
unfamiliar with early music might find they really enjoy it. (A recording of Gregorian Chant recently hit the pop charts). 
Generally, more music to be heard by more people. 
 
3. The use of video and sampled sound in music theater seems to be a natural outgrowth of living in a world where 
television and other technologies are omnipresent in everyone's lives. If rock and roll and pop electronica are the folk music 
of our time, and I believe they are, then it would simply be the ongoing normal historical reality that, for many composers, 
folk sources of various sorts become influences on their compositions. This use of media in various forms of musical theater 
can not only be seen in "The Cave" and "Three Tales", my collaborations with video artist Beryl Korot, but also in the multi 
media works of the Bang on a Can group in New York and the beautiful "Writing to Vermeer" opera of Louis Andriessen 
among others .  I’ll illustrate this with an excerpt from Dolly, one of the Three Tales – and one of the few works of mine that 
are not being played at this remarkable Festival!  
 
(Excerpt: final 11  minutes from the DVD of Dolly) 
 
The technique of sampling live sound to become part of a concert work has roots in electronic works dating back to the 
1950s, but can be heard more recently not only in my "Different Trains" and "City Life", but also in the works of Michael 
Gordon and other younger composers. Playing prerecorded sound on a sampling keyboard or percussion pad can be 
understood as simply a new musical instrument to be added to all the others.  
 
4. While driving from New York to Vermont I pass by Amherst, Massachusetts where there is a public radio station with a 
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fairly strong signal. On one trip I tuned to the station and a kind of electronica piece was playing - and playing - for about 
25 minutes , until the signal faded as I left the area. I never found out what it was or who made it. Parts of the music  had a 
regular beat and others did not. Some of it was obviously in the pop world and other parts could be heard as 'electronic 
concert music'. I began thinking about who could have produced such a piece and envisaged someone with musical talent 
and training who wanted to be 'out there' in the world making a living as a composer/performer/producer. I began thinking 
that young people now and in the future might be moving in a direction where 'new music' concert composers and 'avant 
garde' pop musicians inhabited more or less the same world. Most likely this will be one of several developments. 
 
5. The brilliant musicologist Richard Taruskin, in his six volume 'Oxford History of Western Music' introduces his subject as 
follows: "Something over a thousand years ago, music in the West stopped being...an exclusively oral tradition and became 
a partly literate one. This was...an enormously important change. The beginning of music writing gives us access through 
actual musical documents to the repertories of the past... The development of musical literacy also made possible all kinds 
of new ideas about music. Music became visual as well as aural... All of this had a decisive impact on the styles and forms 
music would later assume. It would be hard to imagine a greater watershed in musical development." Taruskin says 
elsewhere,  "...it is the basic claim of this multivolume book - its number one postulate - that the literate tradition of Western 
music is coherent... Its beginnings are known and explicable and its end is now foreseeable...And just as the early chapters 
of this book are dominated by the interplay of literate and preliterate modes of thinking and transmission, so the concluding 
chapters are dominated by the interplay off literate and post-literate modes, which have been discernable at least since the 
middle of the twentieth century..." 
 
This is an extremely provocative view of Western music and one that I have experienced in my own life in various ways that 
you may hopefully find of interest.  
 
My first encounter began in the early 1960s when I began to experiment with tape recorders and in particular, tape loops - 
short or long bits of analog recording tape spliced into a loop that plays over and over on a tape recorder.  
 
At the same time that I was beginning to work with tape loops I became aware of A.M Jones groundbreaking 1959 book 
"Studies in African Music". It was groundbreaking because it was in two volumes, the second of which consisted entirely of 
the first accurate scores of Ghanaian drumming ever published. The other volume consisted of analysis both formal and 
sociological. Of course I had heard recordings of African drumming, but neither I nor anyone else I knew could accurately 
transcribe it. What the notation in Jones' book revealed was what could not be heard - at least by a Western ear -  and that 
was exactly how this music was made. In a nut shell it can be described as repeating patterns,  generally of 3, 4 or 6 beats 
in length, arranged so that their individual downbeats did not correspond. I began to think about the tape loops I was 
experimenting with as a kind of mechanized African drum part.  
 
A bit later, in 1965, I discovered the phase shifting technique on two tape recorders that produced "Its Gonna Rain". The 
technique basically consisted of starting with two identical repeating tape loops of speech playing in exact unison on two 
tape recorders and letting them gradually go out of phase so that they first produce a kind of reverberation and then slowly 
varying canonic relationships until they finally come back together in unison. This same technique with some refinements in 
1966 produced a second tape speech piece, "Come Out". After those pieces were done I was extremely exhilarated by 
them and the technique that produced them but at the same time disturbed by the fact that this technique was indigenous 
to machines like tape recorders, windshield wipers on a bus or warning bells at a railroad crossing, but not something 
musicians could play on instruments. Finally, after several months of agitated thinking, I decided that I would try to be one of 
the tape recorders myself. By that I mean that I recorded the 12 beat piano pattern that was to become the opening of 
"Piano Phase" and made a tape loop of this pattern. I then sat down at the piano and joined the tape loop in unison and 
tried to move, as gradually as possible, one sixteenth note ahead of the tape. To my amazement I found that I could do it 
and that doing it was a uniquely enjoyable musical experience. I did not have to read since the pattern was short and easily 
memorized. I was not improvising. I knew exactly what I was supposed to do. But to do it I had to close my eyes and listen 
extremely closely so as to control slight changes in my tempo in relation to the tape. Several weeks later I was able to try 
this with another musician on two pianos and the breakthrough was complete.  
 
(Excerpt: from recording of Piano Phase) 
 
Look Ma, no tape! This opened the door in 1967 not only to "Piano Phase", but then to "Violin Phase", "Phase Patterns" and 
eventually, in 1971, "Drumming", my last phase piece. 
 
Now, how does all this relate to what Taruskin wrote? 
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To start with, Taruskin and I see tape as one of the first signs of the diminishing domination of notation as the only means of 
transmitting a composition starting back in  the 1950s with Musique Concrete in Paris, Electronic Music in Cologne and 
other uses of tape and electronics in New York City. By the time of my tape loop pieces in 1965 and '66, tape music was 
(albeit briefly) an established genre while recording became the most common way to hear music which has increased 
unceasingly to our own time.   
 
Personally, I felt very out of touch with tape by itself and went through the process outlined earlier to transport this 
technique from tape to live musicians. However, the process of teaching another musician the piece 'Piano Phase' is 
predominantly an aural transmission since the score can be memorized in a few minutes and the rest of the learning 
process is rehearsal with no score in sight.  The score can and does work all by itself by now but that is undoubtedly 
because most of those who look at the score have either heard the piece live or recorded previously. They have been the 
recipients of both a literate and an aural learning of the piece. They generally perform extremely well.  
 
Later I composed 'Drumming' and taught it to the musicians in my own ensemble by and large by rote. I would show them a 
simple repeating drum or marimba pattern. They would get comfortable with it quickly and we could then try to play it 
together. The new player would stay put and I would try to move gradually ahead and out of phase. As soon as this worked 
well I knew this musician would play well in my ensemble. Again, an instance of an oral process of transmitting a score prior 
to the score being fully written out. Now, in my music notebooks I had all the  individual parts and ensemble relations written 
out - but even there, I had arrived at those notations partially by recording myself and playing against that recording to hear 
which rhythmic positions were the most musical. This would, of course, resemble all those composers who worked at an 
instrument as opposed to those composing exclusively in their heads at their desks.  
 
In the Ghanaian drumming I learned all the musicians learned everything by rote. There was no notation. There was no 
thought of 'triple meter' - there was simply playing one’s part correctly or not.  On the other hand there are Balinese who do 
use notation, but, as Michael Tenzer, in his book Gamelan Gong Kebyar points out, they generally prefer recordings to hear 
what other gamelans are doing. And so we find ourselves in a world filled with notation, computer notation, recordings and 
many other forms of quickly proliferating musical technology all used to both transmit and replay musical performance.  
 
 
 
Now, at this point, I am going to say a few words off the cuff about how Music for 18 Musicians was written as an example 
of this back and forth between notation and oral transmission.  Music for 18 Musicians was written between 1974 and 
1976, and at the time I was working with my ensemble, coming to rehearsal every two weeks.  I would write, we would 
rehearse, I would write more, we would rehearse more.  Now, I found that, working with these people, to save time, I would 
write things out in my notebook in a kind of short hand and transfer this to a part for the individual musician, in pencil, with 
just the bare bones of necessity for them to play the part knowing that I would be there, that the musicians would be there 
and there would be a lot of back and forth talk and discussion about what had to be done.   For instance, one of the pulse 
pianos who plays one chord throughout an entire section of the piece would get one chord, and that would be labelled 
Section I – finished!  The bass clarinet or a marimba who was playing various things would have 5 or 6 different bars in I 
but there was no correspondence between the parts, so someone would say “well let’s take it from Section I bar 2” and 
the piano player would say “I don’t have a bar 2.”  So these parts were written, as a sympathetic musician said “in 
Czechoslovakian”.   
 
In any event the piece progressed this way, and it would have also other notations “Look at Russ” “Look at Jim” “Listen to 
Bass Clarinet” because the idea for Music for 18 Musicians was basically how to have a large ensemble of musicians play 
together without a conductor, and I took my cues from what I had learned from African and Balinese music.  In African 
music, the master drummer will play a signal, sometimes just as simple as unbroken eighths, and what he is saying is “Get 
ready, listen I’m going to change my pattern! Everybody get ready, you know what to do” and he starts a new pattern, and 
like fighter planes that you see in the movies, they all peel off to the new pattern.  In Balinese gamelan you have two 
drummers who sit on the side of the ensemble and for accelerandos, making thing faster and making things slower. You 
listen to these drummers and they will move the entire ensemble – not a conductor in sight – and everyone will just follow 
them. Again – no one outside the ensemble conducting - an incredible ensemble totally together - again lots of rehearsal.   
 
So Music for 18 Musicians was completed this way, and at the end I found myself in the strange position. The musicians 
had parts which we would use, but in this shape the piece could not possibly be played by other musicians. And as a 
composer I didn’t feel very good about it  because I thought, this is one of the best pieces I’ve ever written and here it is 
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quarantined in this box, and my ensemble is the only group that can do it.  So a couple of brave souls – Dave Smith up in 
Leicester and the Amadinda group in Hungary said “don’t worry – we’ll do it” and they took the ECM recording and the 
‘Czechoslovakian’ parts and they made phenomenal performances.  There’s a recording live in Budapest – and it’s a great 
performance – I mean it’s a thrilling performance, I love it, and it was done by these people who just put in painstaking 
labour to decipher these undecipherable parts, listened to the piece, figured it out and just played it correctly.  But you 
really can’t expect that many people are going to do this – it’s a little much.  So, I guess it was around the late 90s my 
publisher Boosey and Hawkes heard from a young graduate student at Cornell University, Mark Mellitz  by name, saying 
“I’d like to write a thesis on Music for 18 Musicians would you be so kind as to send me the score?”  So they said “Well 
Mr Mellitz, we’d be delighted to send you the score…but the fact is there isn’t any…..and are you near a computer by any 
chance? and would you be interested in making such a score?” And, lo and behold, he said yes, because he was actually 
involved in making a living as a computer copyist – this is another strange phenomenon, that people have moved over from 
correcting pencil and paper to tweaking computer notation.  So began a process that took about two years, of Mark 
sending me the way he thought it ought to be.  I actually had a pencil manuscript up to about half way through the piece, 
which I realised had inaccuracies in it in terms of the rhythmic relationships between the parts which are freely breathing 
(like the bass clarinets), and the very measured mallets. At certain points I had tried to sort it out, but I was just too busy, 
too many things to do.  So Mark and I went back and forth with this thing and finally a really useful, accurate score was 
completed just in time for the Ensemble Modern, not my ensemble, to perform it and record it in the late 90s and now the 
piece has been played widely, the boat is in the water – thank heavens.   
 
But the genesis of this and the fact that it could happen, I think is precisely what Taruskin is talking about.  It also probably 
harkens back to the piece we heard last night at the dance concert – (Perotin’s Viderunt Omnes). Now I don’t know, and I 
don’t think anyone really knows, but I would guess, that the way Perotin taught this piece to the other singers in Notre 
Dame at the end of the 11th century, was to sing it to them until eventually someone thought to jot it down and so Taruskin 
alludes to it as the preliterate form.  Like Rock musicians today – they’ll play a riff and say – you play that - and play 
something else and say – you play that.  Well it was ever thus, at a much earlier date and then passed to this period.   
 
Now I have to say, since Music for 18 Musicians every piece I’ve written – I’ve learned my lesson - is completely notated – 
I also started writing consciously for other ensembles outside of my own – I knew I wouldn’t have the luxury of saying 
“look at Bob”, “look at Russ” and all those pieces since 1988 or 89 are totally sufficient in notation.   
 
Nevertheless  - what is coaching? – you’ve heard of a pianist or a composer coaching the music.  What are they doing? 
Well, they go to the musicians and say…look the violin here, it’s not bowed exactly like that, there’s a little bit of an accent 
here. When I was at Juilliard as a student, one of the members of the faculty was Edward Steuermann.  Edward 
Steuermann was Arnold Schoenberg’s right hand man – he was the pianist who introduced Opus 11, Opus 19, all the 
Schoenberg piano literature.  He knew how it went.  He was there at the genesis of the music, and when students at 
Juilliard in the 1950s studied with Steuermann and learned Schoenberg, they were reading from the Universal Edition 
copy of the score to be sure, but they were getting Edward Steuermann’s invaluable, unique and now no longer on the 
face of the earth transmission of an aural reality now passed.  And music lessons are basically partly aural, partly written.   
 
Now back to the written text! 
 
Personally, I am committed to writing for live musicians and intend to continue as long as I am able. I may also return to 
sampled sounds to join those live musicians, but it will all be notated and only useful to musicians who want to read, 
rehearse and perform it. Is this at least a viable path to the future? - Time will tell.  
 
To end, let me quote from the end of Taruskin's book which points out there are several strands of contemporary 
composition that range from the fully notated to the almost fully electronic with all sorts of variants and aesthetics involved. 
Taruskin asks, 'Which will prevail in the long run?" He answers, “In the long run, it has been wisely observed, we are all 
dead... At present, things remain in motion. The future is anybody's guess. Our story ends, as it must, in the middle of 
things." 
 
Thank you Richard Taruskin and thank you all very much, 
Steve Reich - September 2006 
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