
from “Music as a Gradual Process,” by Steve Reich 

I do not mean the process of composition, but rather pieces of music that are, literally, 

processes. ��  

The distinctive thing about musical processes is that they determine all the note-to-note 

(sound-to-sound) details and the overall form simultaneously. (Think of a round or 

infinite canon.) �� 

I am interested in perceptible processes. I want to be able to hear the process happening 

throughout the sounding music.�� 

To facilitate closely detailed listening a musical process should happen extremely 

gradually.�� 

Performing and listening to a gradual musical process resembles: 

pulling back a swing, releasing it, and observing it gradually come to rest; 

turning over an hour glass and watching the sand slowly run through the bottom; 

placing your feet in the sand by the ocean’s edge and watching, feeling, and listening to 

the waves gradually bury them. 

Though I may have the pleasure of discovering musical processes and composing the 

musical material to run through them, once the process is set up and loaded it runs by 

itself. 

… 

The use of hidden structural devices in music never appealed to me. Even when all the 

cards are on the table and everyone hears what is gradually happening in a musical 

process, there are still enough mysteries to satisfy all. These mysteries are the impersonal, 

unattended, psycho-acoustic by-products of the intended process.  

… 

While performing and listening to gradual musical processes one can participate in a 

particular liberating and impersonal kind of ritual. Focusing in on the musical process 

makes possible that shift of attention away from he and she and you and me outwards 

towards it. 

 


