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Music With Integrity | Lois V Vierk and Steve Reich

Reich and Vierk base their compositional processes upon carefully planned out musical
research, which explores both rhythmic repetition and density. For Reich, the foundation
of writing Four Organs came out of his work creating and experimenting with the Phase
Shifting Pulse Gate—an electronic metronomic device that measures and produces
precise subdivisions of note duration, playing sound when connected to any sort of
resonating instrument. For Vierk, Go Guitars is one of several pieces in which she writes
for multiples of the same instrument, and is based on her twelve years of studying
Japanese Gaguku music. Vierk has also created her own sound organizational system
using exponential measurements of sound, as well as physics, called “Exponential
Structure.” This system involves assigning exponential duration to tones in different
sections of a musical piece, as well as in developing exponential shifts in rhythmic
changes.

However, concert goers of these pieces may not be coming into performance venues with
a knowledge of the intensive research and compositional processes that took place in
order for these pieces to be created and performed. The 1973 performance of Four
Organs at Carnegie Hall, for example, found the New York Times critic, Harold
Schonberg, appalled: “The four organs played nothing but a single chord, letting it drift
out of phase. There is really nothing to ‘understand’ in this music. There is nothing much
to like, nothing much to dislike. Basically, it is an exercise in Acoustics...At least there
was some excitement in the hall, which is more than can be said when most avant-garde
music is being played.” This concert led to such extreme responses from the audience,
including booing, applause to try and end the piece, as well as screams of approval.

For Reich, completely outside of audience response, this piece actually changed the route
of his exploration of composition and performance: “it was my intention to resume work
with the Phase Shifting Pulse Gate after | finished Four Organs, but the experience of
composing and then rehearsing with my ensemble was so positive, after more than a year
of preoccupation with electronics, that another piece for four organs, Phase Patterns,
happened very spontaneously a month later in February 1970.” For Reich, this work
marks a self-understanding of what he was excited about continuing his work in, devoid
of how audience and the press at the time was responding to the work. Of course, today,
this work has been widely accepted as a groundbreaking shift in contemporary classical
composition.

Vierk, too, speaks of her own compositional processes with excitement: “One of the
sounds | find myself writing over and over is the glissando, or sliding tone. | don’t know
why | always write glissandos—maybe it also started with gagaku, which has a lot of
sliding tones—but it is just such a beautiful and also natural sound to me. For example,
there’s a sweep in the sound of water flowing, the wind blowing, in the cry of the loon. |
hear glissandos everywhere.” Go Guitars premiered eleven years after Four Organs, but
given the precedence set by Reich and other minimalists, Vierk’'s work had been
immediately and widely accepted.

Rebecca Zola
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