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The Polytonality Of The Ewe Singers Affected Steve Reich's Compositions In
The 1970sTrue Or False is a question that has intrigued music scholars and
enthusiasts alike for decades. To understand the extent of this influence, it
is essential to explore the musical worlds of the Ewe singers and Steve
Reich, the renowned American composer. This article delves into the origins
of polytonality, its manifestation in Ewe singing traditions, Reich's
compositional style in the 1970s, and whether the influence of Ewe
polytonality truly affected Reich's works during that period. Through
comprehensive analysis, we aim to answer the question: Was the influence of
Ewe polytonality on Reich's compositions in the 1970s real or fictitious?

Understanding Polytonality: A Musical Primer

What is Polytonality?

Polytonality is a musical technique involving the simultaneous use of two or
more different keys or tonal centers. Unlike traditional Western harmony,
which often emphasizes a single key, polytonality creates a layered, complex
soundscape that can evoke a sense of tension, novelty, or cultural
authenticity.

Historical Context of Polytonality

- Originated in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

- Prominent composers include Igor Stravinsky, Darius Milhaud, and Charles
Ives.

- Used to express modernist ideas, cultural diversity, and experimental sound
textures.

Polytonality in Non-Western Music

Many non-Western musical traditions, especially African and Asian music,
naturally employ polytonal or polyphonic techniques, often resulting in rich,
layered textures that differ significantly from Western harmonic conventions.



The Ewe Singers and Their Musical Traditions

Who Are the Ewe People?

The Ewe are an ethnic group predominantly found in southeastern Ghana,
southern Togo, and parts of Benin. Their musical traditions are deeply rooted
in community rituals, dance, and storytelling.

Characteristics of Ewe Singing Traditions

- Use of call-and-response patterns.

- Polyphony through overlapping vocal lines.

- Emphasis on rhythm and percussion.

- Modal scales and microtonal inflections.

- Polytonal textures often arise from the juxtaposition of multiple vocal
lines in different tonal centers.

Polytonality in Ewe Music

The Ewe singing style frequently employs multiple tonal centers
simultaneously, creating a polytonal sound that is integral to their musical
expression. These polytonal features serve social, religious, and ceremonial
functions.

Steve Reich's Musical Style in the 1970s

Overview of Reich's Work

Steve Reich, a pioneer of minimalism, developed a distinctive compositional
language characterized by repetitive patterns, phasing techniques, and
gradual process-based transformations.

Key Works from the 1970s

- "Music for 18 Musicians" (1976)
- "Four Organs" (1974)

- "Vermont" (1976)

- "Proverb" (1974)



Reich’s Influences and Inspirations

- African rhythmic traditions.

- Indonesian gamelan music.

- American jazz and folk music.

- Non-Western modal and tonal systems.

Reich’s Approach to Tonality

While Reich's music is often described as minimalist, his approach to
tonality was fluid, sometimes incorporating modal and non-Western tonalities,
which contributed to the unique sound textures of his compositions.

Did Ewe Polytonality Influence Reich’s 1970s
Compositions? True or False?

Arguments Supporting the Influence

- Reich's fascination with African music, including Ewe traditions, is well-
documented.

- His interest in rhythmic complexity and layered textures aligns with Ewe
polyphonic singing.

- Specific techniques, such as overlapping patterns and shifting tonal
centers, mirror Ewe polytonality.

- Reich traveled to Ghana in the early 1970s, studying and absorbing African
musical practices.

- "Music for 18 Musicians" employs layered, cyclical patterns reminiscent of
Ewe singing structures.

Arguments Against the Influence

- Reich’'s music is rooted primarily in Western minimalist traditions, with
influences from jazz, American folk, and Western classical music.

- The complexity of Ewe polytonality differs significantly from Reich’s
repetitive, phased patterns.

- There is limited direct evidence that Reich explicitly adopted or adapted
Ewe polytonality into his compositions.

- Reich’s works focus more on process and rhythm rather than tonal centers,
which are central to Ewe polyphony.

- The similarities may be coincidental or stem from a broader interest in
African rhythmic and musical concepts rather than specific polytonal
techniques.



Expert Opinions and Scholarly Analysis

- Many scholars agree that Reich’s exposure to African music influenced his
rhythmic language more than his harmonic or tonal language.

- Some argue that Reich’s interest was more in the structural and rhythmic
aspects rather than the polytonality itself.

- Others suggest that Reich’s focus on layered patterns and cyclical forms
echoes some Ewe musical principles, but not necessarily their polytonal
aspects.

Conclusion: True or False?

Based on available evidence and scholarly consensus, the influence of Ewe
polytonality on Steve Reich’s compositions in the 1970s is False in the
strict sense. While Reich was undoubtedly influenced by African musical
traditions, especially rhythm and structure, there is limited proof that he
directly incorporated Ewe polytonality into his works. Instead, his
minimalist approach and focus on repetitive, process-driven patterns are more
aligned with African rhythmic concepts than with polytonal techniques.

Summary: The Cultural and Musical Impact

- Reich’'s exposure to African music, including Ewe traditions, enriched his
rhythmic and structural approaches.

- His works from the 1970s reflect an influence of African rhythmic
complexity, but not necessarily polytonality.

- The distinction between influence and direct adoption is crucial in
understanding Reich’s compositional evolution.

Key Takeaways

1. Ewe Polytonality is characterized by multiple tonal centers used
simultaneously.

2. Steve Reich’'s works in the 1970s are primarily driven by rhythmic
repetition, phase shifting, and process music.

3. The influence of Ewe singing traditions’ polyphony is more evident in
rhythmic and structural aspects than in harmonic or tonal practices.

4. Scholarly consensus indicates that Reich was inspired by African music
overall, but not specifically by Ewe polytonality.



Final Thoughts

While the question of whether the polytonality of the Ewe singers affected
Steve Reich’s compositions in the 1970s is ultimately answered as false in
terms of direct influence, it remains true that African musical traditions
profoundly impacted Reich’s approach to rhythm, structure, and layering. His
engagement with African music, including visits and studies, contributed to
his development as a composer interested in non-Western musical paradigms.
Understanding these nuanced influences helps deepen our appreciation of
Reich’s innovative works and the rich tapestry of cross-cultural musical
exchange.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Did the polytonality of the Ewe singers influence
Steve Reich's compositions in the 1970s?

True

Was Steve Reich inspired by the Ewe singers' use of
multiple tonalities in his 1970s works?

True

Did Steve Reich incorporate Ewe musical techniques
directly into his compositions during the 1970s?

True

Is it true that the polytonality of the Ewe singers
had no impact on Reich's musical style in the 1970s?

False

Did the Ewe singers' polytonal singing influence



Reich's exploration of phasing and rhythmic
patterns?

True

Was the influence of Ewe polytonality on Reich's
1970s compositions widely recognized by music
scholars?

True

Did Steve Reich's 1970s works feature direct
quotations from Ewe singing recordings?

False

Was the concept of polytonality central to both Ewe
singing and Reich's compositions in the 1970s?

True

Did Reich's exposure to Ewe music lead to the
development of his minimalist style?

Partially true; it influenced certain aspects but was one of many
inspirations.

Are the polytonal elements of Ewe singing considered
a significant influence on Reich's work in the
1970s?

True

Additional Resources

The Polytonality Of The Ewe Singers Affected Steve Reich's Compositions In
The 1970s True Or False

The 1970s marked a pivotal decade for contemporary music, characterized by
experimentation, cross-cultural influences, and groundbreaking compositional
techniques. Among the influential figures of this era was Steve Reich, an
American composer renowned for his minimalist style and innovative approach
to rhythm and harmony. A fascinating aspect of Reich’s work during this
period is the potential influence of Ewe singers from West Africa, whose
distinctive polytonal singing practices may have shaped Reich’s compositional



evolution. This article explores the question: Did the polytonality of the
Ewe singers truly influence Steve Reich's compositions in the 1970s? We will
analyze the cultural context, musical features, and scholarly perspectives to
determine whether this statement is true or false.

Understanding Polytonality and Its Significance in Music

Before delving into the specifics of the Ewe singers and Steve Reich’s works,
it is essential to clarify what polytonality entails.

What Is Polytonality?

Polytonality refers to the simultaneous use of two or more different tonal
centers or keys within a musical piece. Unlike traditional Western harmony,
which often emphasizes a single key or tonal harmony, polytonal music creates
a layered and complex soundscape by stacking different tonalities. This
technique can evoke a sense of tension, richness, or cultural depth.

Polytonality in World Musics

While polytonality is a hallmark of certain Western modernist movements, many
traditional musics worldwide—particularly in African, Balkan, and Asian
traditions—feature forms of polyphony and multitone singing. These practices
often involve multiple singers or vocal lines operating in different tonal
centers, creating a vibrant, layered sonic environment.

The Ewe Singers and Their Musical Practices
Who Are the Ewe?

The Ewe are an ethnic group primarily located in southeastern Ghana and
southern Togo. Their musical traditions are rich, deeply intertwined with
social and religious ceremonies. Ewe music is characterized by complex
polyrhythms, call-and-response structures, and distinctive vocal techniques,
including polytonal singing.

Polytonal Singing in Ewe Culture

Ewe singers often employ a form of vocal polyphony where different singers or
vocal lines operate in separate tonal centers. This polytonality is not
merely harmonic but also functional, serving spiritual, social, and aesthetic
purposes. The key features include:

- Multiple vocal lines in different tonal centers: Singers may produce
melodies that are intentionally offset, creating a layered effect.

- Interlocking patterns: The vocal parts interweave in intricate ways,
producing a shimmering, textured sound.



- Use of microtonality: Ewe singers frequently utilize microtones—intervals
smaller than the Western semitone—adding to the perception of multiple
tonalities simultaneously.

Cultural Context

The polytonal singing practices are integral to Ewe rituals, dance, and
storytelling. They serve to communicate with spiritual entities, reinforce
social bonds, and showcase communal identity. This musical practice
emphasizes collective participation and improvisation within a structured
framework.

Steve Reich’s Musical Style in the 1970s
Overview of Reich’s Musical Evolution

In the 1970s, Steve Reich was developing his signature minimalist style,
characterized by repetitive patterns, phased rhythms, and a focus on process
and permutation. Notably, Reich was interested in exploring the perceptual
effects of rhythmic and harmonic processes, often inspired by non-Western
music.

Key Works from the 1970s

- "Music for 18 Musicians" (1976): A landmark piece featuring shifting
rhythmic cycles and a focus on harmonic pulse.

"Drumming"” (1971): Incorporates African-inspired percussion patterns and
explores complex rhythmic structures.

"Six Pianos" (1973): Features overlapping piano patterns that phase in and
out of sync, creating evolving textures.

Influences on Reich’s Composition

Reich’'s exposure to non-Western music, especially African drumming and
Indonesian gamelan, profoundly influenced his approach. His interest lay in
the perceptual aspects of rhythm and harmony, often translating these
concepts into his minimalist framework.

The Interplay Between Ewe Polytonality and Reich’s Compositions
Scholarly Perspectives

The question of whether Ewe polytonal singing influenced Reich’s work has
intrigued musicologists and ethnomusicologists. Some scholars suggest that
Reich’s exposure to African music, including the polytonal singing techniques
of the Ewe, informed his exploration of layered textures and rhythmic
complexity.



Supporting Arguments:

- Reich’s documented interest in African drumming and vocal traditions.
- Similarities in layered, interlocking patterns.

- Use of microtonality and heterophony in Ewe music reflected in Reich’s
harmonic language.

Counterarguments:

- Reich’'s compositions are primarily rooted in Western minimalist techniques,
with inspirations from Western avant-garde.

- The direct influence of Ewe polytonality remains speculative, as Reich has
not explicitly credited Ewe singers as a primary influence.

- Many of Reich’s musical ideas predate his exposure to African music,
suggesting he was exploring similar concepts independently.

Musical Analysis

While Reich’s works in the 1970s do not directly replicate Ewe polytonal
singing, there are notable similarities:

- Layered textures: Both practices involve multiple independent lines
operating simultaneously.

- Interlocking patterns: Reich’s phase patterns and rhythmic cycles echo the
interlocking vocal parts of Ewe music.

- Microtonal and heterophonic qualities: Though Reich primarily employs equal
temperament, the perceptual effect resembles the microtonal nuances of Ewe
singing.

Anecdotal Evidence
Reich has acknowledged that his interest in African music informed his
rhythmic ideas but has not specifically linked Ewe polytonality as a direct

influence. Instead, his inspiration appears to be broader, encompassing
various African, Indonesian, and other non-Western traditions.

Is the Statement True or False?
Based on the evidence and scholarly consensus, the statement:

"The polytonality of the Ewe singers affected Steve Reich’s compositions in
the 1970s"

can be assessed as partially true but somewhat overstated.

- True aspects:

- Reich’'s exploration of layered textures, interlocking patterns, and
rhythmic complexity aligns with features of Ewe polytonal singing.

- His interest in African music during the 1970s suggests some influence,



perhaps indirectly related to Ewe practices.

- False aspects:

- Reich has not explicitly stated that Ewe polytonality directly influenced
his compositions.

- His techniques are primarily rooted in Western minimalist traditions,
inspired by African drumming and other non-Western music, but not
specifically Ewe polytonality.

Therefore, the statement is largely false—though inspired by broader African
musical practices, Reich’s 1970s compositions do not explicitly or solely
reflect the polytonality of Ewe singers.

Broader Implications and Conclusion

Understanding the cross-cultural influences in modern and contemporary music
reveals the complex web of inspiration and innovation. While Reich’s
compositions in the 1970s display similarities with African polyphony,
attributing his polytonality directly to Ewe singers overstates the case.

Key takeaways:

- Reich’s minimalist style is a synthesis of multiple influences, including
Western avant-garde, African rhythmic traditions, and Indonesian gamelan.

- The polyphonic, polytonal qualities of Ewe singing resonate with Reich’s
layered textures but are part of a broader spectrum of non-Western musical
influences.

- The influence of African music on Reich remains significant but nuanced,

emphasizing rhythmic, structural, and perceptual aspects rather than direct
emulation of Ewe polytonal singing.

In conclusion, the statement is false in the sense that Reich’s 1970s
compositions were not directly and solely influenced by the polytonality of
Ewe singers. Instead, they reflect a confluence of diverse musical
traditions, with Ewe polyphony being an inspiring, yet indirect, element
within a larger mosaic of cross-cultural musical exploration.
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