Guest Editorial

by Larry Polansky

{Within the fleld of Just Intonation, 1+ Is dif-
fleult to Imagine two more divergent viewpoints
than those volced by David Doty's Inaugural edi~
torfal, and by Larry Polansky's gquest editorial,
below.

We belleve 1t Is necessary and appropriate to risk
controversy In order +o present the broadest spec-
+rum of thought and opinfon; which witl, in +turn,
stimulate further thought, discusslon, and prog-
ress.

I+ ts In this spirtt that we offer t+he contents of
+these editorlal pages.®1

I think 1+ Is Important, at this point, to bring
up the difference between what | will call
Inclusionary fanaticism, or composition, and pre-
cluslonary fanatlcism, or cultism. As artists we
attach ourselves in varlous ways to various ldeas,
and the nature of that attachment, more so even
+han the nature of the 1deas, is to me the
stgnlficant determinant In the nature of our art,
and more, in the all Important relationship to the
work of others.

As !'ve sald before, the use of ratlonal frequency
relationships Is simply one part of +the complex
and beautiful web of +translatlions between +the
acoustic and psychoacoustic. It Is clear to me
+hat composition at some level must address the
fundamentals, and later the more complex raml-
flcatlons, of human perception and cognition.
This 1s what first attracted me to the use of
ratlonal tunings. Any loglcal or aesthetic argu-
ment about muslc must eventually seek as Its
axfoms the nature of the perception of that music.
There can (and should) be a contlnuous and
evolving search for the radicalizatlon of that
same perception, and an equally {mportant
(r)evolutlon of +he human ear and mind by
composers. Sadly, however, 1+ would constitute a
musical movement of mammoth proportlons 1f Just a
fow composers slmply turned to the physical and
psycho-physical for a short time, and occaslionally
divested themselves of +the burden of our
- not-so-1nteresting music history.

So the uses of Just Intonation are of course
Interesting, and of course essential. Yet -+they
are not more. Just Intonation 1s no more an
aesthetic decislion, nor a reason +o "draw the
l1nes," than Is the recognitlion that the ear Is
the primery Iintended receptor for  +he composer.
One cannot, with any sense at all, be a "Just
Intonation composer.™ Contrary +o my greatly
respected and good frlend Lou Harrison, Just
Intonatlion s not the best intonation. There can
be no best Intonatlion, as there can be no best
form. The use of Just intonation must be viewed
as one experiment In many to evoive +the musical
mind, and not as a soclo-political musical act.
("Well, we'll rally fround the flag, boys, we'il
rally once again.™)

So, returning to the distinctlion between
fnciustonary and preclusionary, to the difference
between composition and cult, we must view areas
of our compositlonal mind, !ike ratlonal +unings,
to be Indlvidual spokes in +he whee! of music
which the world fabricates. And we must also
belleve that though countless spokes be added +o

‘the hub, each has to be true. Next to us on +he

vheel may be the Investigation of equal
temperaments, and next to +that a musical fitlne
which assumes +the unimportance of  frequency
perception. This 1s what | mean by Inclusionary
fanaticism -- +that I+ 1s essential +hat we
Investigate our ideas with all the tntegrity and
depth of thought that we can marshal, yet with the
ever-present notlon that the paths we 1imit
ourselves to are radfant ones, In the sense of
spokes on a wheel, all emanant from -the same
center, following independent radll +o produce
one, hopefully perfect, wheel.

That's where newsletters come In. A wise friend
once told me that you can plck +the most absurd

“hobby possible, then narrow that down to its most

limited sub-spectalty, and you can always find one
person who devotes all +heir t+ime to i+. Ii+'s the
mode! traln syndrome. But don't misunderstand me,
1+ 1s that actlivity, combined with the very gifted
few who are lucky enough to be able to deslign more
than one or two spokes on our wheel, that glve the
clrcle Its strength and integrity. Just knowing
that there are those | can cali who can answer any
questlion | have about Just tunings, or for that
matter about nineteenth century virtuoso Amerlcan
mandolin muslc, makes 1+ possible for me +o
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of tones. One way of coming up with such a scale
is +o make sure each tone (other than 1/1)
involves a different prime number. For a harmonic
pentatonic, this means goling at least +o harmonic
11, giving a 4-D scale. Two such are: 1/1, 5/4,
11/8, 3/2, 7/4; and 1/1, 7/6, 3/2, 5/3, 11/6; the
fatter lacking the implled fundamental of the
serles. ! find +the second one particularly
charming. Another 4-D pentatonlc, with no
semblance of a 3:2, ls harmonics 7, 8, 10, 11, 13,
which Is simllar to the first 5x7 scale above In
character. (Admittedly, the 14:13 step Is almost
ngmall®, but doesn't sound too dissonant.)  And
finally, one odd scale that Is 5-D, lacking a
clear 1/1 and any 3:2, harmonics 7, 9, 10, 11, 13.
This one really stretches the ear.

! hope thls personal tour of some Just-intoned
pentatonic posslibilitles has been stimulating.
The scales discussed above vary widely In sound,
from +he famiilar to the shocklingly different, but
all are, In my opinfon, good, useful pentatonlcs.
in fact, | have used most of them In compositions,
and al! of them In Improvisation on my refretted
gultar. While | have tried to describe some of
thelr features, the only way to get any clear ldea
what all these various pentatonics are really llke
1s +o play with them and llisten to theme ®
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And that's why we need this newsletter, and that's
how we need +this newsletter. We need +o not
proc!hlm and Justify (excuse the pun), but to
study and Investigate. In the Talmud, +that
documend which uses Introspection and recursion to
an almost surreallst exitreme, one senses a
prevalling attitude agalnst proselytizing. I+'s
as 1f the authors were only barely aware that they
were studying Just a very small ‘part of a very
small falth of a peripheral people. To them, the
fate of the unlverse rested on thelir activity. In
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an Intentionally ridlculous comparison, but a
valld one, so does {t on publlications Ilke This
newsletters Scholars |ike John Chatmers, with his
+able of 1200-tone equal +emperament (Indispen—
sable), and B1l! Colvig with hls chart of +the
wldth of superparticular ratlos (fascinating, and
never publishedl) are ilke the old Talmudlc
scholars debating for years on the signiflcance of
a minor conjugation 1in Numbers. The subJect
matter 1s of course +rivial, the discussion not.
As the Tao says, "... the way can be seen without
leaving the room" —— the proper exploration of the
mundane will lead us to the subllime.

In fact, | am personally not all that Interested
In Just Intonation anymore. My studies of 1t have
ted me to belleve that there are more comp lex
tuning systems at work which are equally Integral
+o the human ear and mind, and perhaps In a later
1ssue 1'11 discuss this at more lengths In fact,
tf we lgnore the notlon of equal temperament, we
are go!nd +o miss out on one of the single most
relevant technologlcal advances ever made for
ratlonal tunlngs, that 1s, the advent of cheap
high resolution DAC's and computer synthesis
systems 1Tke those on Macintosh computers, which
are by nature frequency dividers. (in thls
respect 1t was some revelatlion to me +o finally
view a low cost computer system +that was not
constructed in thls way. Recently, at a seminar
at Mills College, Ron Kulvila showed that the
common Mountaln Hardware card 1s fnherently ‘In
Just Intonation!) For years my compos!tional
tnterests have sirayed from pltch as a prime
factor In formal structures, and | +Ind myself
often using rational tunings merely out of habtt.
However, | expect to return to the investigation
of pttch In my work, and | see other exper Imental
composers (1ike James Tenney, Lou Harrlson, David
Rosenboom, and others) breaking new ground In this
regard, and so | am very much tnterested In thls
newsletter keeping up the Intellectual activity
necessary for my eventual return of fnterest, and
In 1+ substantlating itseif and being a vehicle
for dlscoverties about the use of pltch.

Yot | am equally Interested In It not teking a
stand, because "stands" are by nature preclu-
sionary, and TInhlbit growth. This publication
must always consider what It Is tnterested In, not
what 1+ 1s not. And when I+ finds, despite
1tself, that I+ Is Interested in what 1t was not,
1+ must become so with vigor. ®
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