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Minimalism
Background to Modernism
· Minimalist music was a reaction against the excesses and complexities of Modernism
· Modernism was a style of music and art which had developed around the same time as the two

World Wars (early 20th century)
· The  main  characteristics  of  musical  Modernism  are  experimental  music  and

aleatoric (chance) music

John Cage
· John Cage  composed experimental music. One of his most famous pieces was

“Sonata for Prepared Piano” (1940). In this piece he put objects such as rubber,
forks, screws and bolts in between the strings inside the piano

Cornelius Cardew (1936-1981)
· Cornelius  Cardew  composed  aleatoric  music.  One  of  his  most  famous

pieces  was “Treatise”  (1963).  To  perform this piece  the  performer  must
interpret a graphic score

Background to Minimalism
· Minimalism began with Terry Riley and his piece “In C” (1964). Like “Treatise”, “In C”

uses  aleatoric  techniques.  However,  unlike  Cardew’s  piece  “In  C”  has  53  musical
motifs provided for the performers to use

Steve Reich
· Steve Reich performed in the premiere of  “In  C” after  returning from a fact-finding

mission in Ghana, West Africa. Whilst staying with the Ewe tribe in Ghana, Reich had become
interested in African rhythms and how they could be incorporated into Western
Classical  music.  Using  his  new  learning,  Reich  went  on  to  compose  three
important minimalist pieces:

“Come Out” (1966)
· This piece uses two identical tape recordings of Daniel Hamm, a victim of police brutality. The

phrase “to let the bruise’s blood come out to show them” is repeated over fifty times
slowly going out of and then back in to sync.

“Clapping Music” (1972)
· In this piece two players perform one 12 beat ostinato. The first performer repeats the original

rhythm 144 times, whilst the other phases  the original rhythm once every 12 repeats

“Music for Pieces of Wood” (1973)  
· This piece is written for five clave performers. It begins with player 1 performing a steady pulse

or beat. Then player 2 enters the piece playing a 12 beat rhythmic ostinato. After that the other 3
players enter when they want either performing the ostinato in unison with
player 2 or slightly out of sync with player 2. After a signal from player 1, the
ostinato is then shortened a beat a time until is dissolves leaving only player 1
playing the beat alone

Conclusion
· The minimalist style centres around the use of simple motifs repeated excessively so that the

audience is transported into an almost hypnotic  state
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Unit 9 Rhythms in the 20 th Century
Listening Assessment 1
“In C” by Terry Riley
“Come Out ” & “Clapping Music ” by Steve Reich
· Put the underlined title above in you exercise book (don’t forget to write the date!)
· Answer the 11 questions below in your exercise book
· You will hear each extract once

Answer these questions after listening to one perfo rmance of In C:

1. Name the two instruments  which starts this piece
(2)

2. What is their role in this piece?
 (1)

3. Give one reason  why this piece is different from “Treatise” by Cornelius Cardew?
 (1)

4. How is this piece similar  to music written by Modernist composers? (Hint : it is a word which
begins with “A”)

 (1)

Answer these questions after listening to one perfo rmance of Come Out:

5. What word beginning with “U” describes the 2 tape loops at the beginning of the piece when
they are in sync?

 (1)
6. What word beginning with “L” describes small pieces of tape which are played repeatedly?

(1)
7. This piece lasts 13 minutes. What word beginning with “H” describes the way you would feel at

the end of this piece?
 (1)

Answer these questions after listening to one perfo rmance of Clapping Music:

8. Why is this piece called “Clapping  Music”?
 (1)

9. What rhythmic technique is being exploited in this piece?
 (1)

10.Explain in your own words how you would achieve this rhythmic technique?
(2)

Conclusion

11.What do all three pieces of music have in common? Give three  reasons
(3)

Total 15 marks


