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The Lineage from Harry Partch to Manfred Stahnke 

Navid Bargrizan 

1 Introduction 
Harry Partch's microtonal tuning and just-intonation concept h . . s ave not onl af£ 
rican microtonalists such as Lou Harrison and Ben Johnston hut al E Y ectedAme-

d 
. . . . h . . 1 ' so uropean co 

intereste m expenmentmg wit microtones, me uding Georg F . dr· h mP<>sers ne ic Haas du, 
gang von Schweinitz. Yet no other European figure has absorbed p h' . an vvolf-

d S 
artc s ideas m 

German composer Manfre tahnke, who came to the United St t . ore than a es m 1979 to 
the University of Illinois Urbana-Champaign with Partch's friend and 

stu
dy at . h' . supporter BenJ h 

ston. This essay approaches Partc s rebellion not as an isolated paradig b . . 
0 

n-
' . d . h h al m, utmrelattont 

Stahnke s aesthetic an music - w o as so sought to expand the intonational and tunin ° 
paradigms of Western art music, whom Partch's microtonal theories have i·nfl d g . uence . 

As Partch did, Stahnke has reJected the dominance of twelve-tone equal te . . . . . mperament, 
grapp~ng with JUSt m~onati_o~, as well as ~~n-Western and ancient tuning systems. The 
analysis of the aesthetic decis10ns, compositional procedures, and microtonal structures . 
Partch's and Stahnke's works articulates the strong link between both composers. In th= 
works, microtonality goes beyond functioning as a mere formative element; it becomes 
a means to mediate their cultural discourse on the limited scope of the commercialized 
Western art music. I demonstrate that Partch's theory of microtonality - especially his 
concepts of tonality diamond, otonality, and utonality have influenced Stahnke's opera Der 
Untergang des Hauses Usher (1981) based on a short novel by Edgar Allen Poe, as well as his 
instrumental pieces Diamantenpracht (2005) and Partch Zither (2007). 

2 Partch's Theory ofMicrotonality 
Partch's forty-three-tone-to-octave scale based on just intonation not only substantiates 
his unique instruments and style of writings for voices, but it is also firmly entrenched in 
his idealized Greek, or non-Western, ancient rituals, therefore closely related to his mu-
sic-philosophical standpoints, see Example 1 (page 15). 

Contemporaneous music critics and scholars tended to focus on Partch's microtonal 
scale ignoring its aesthetic foundation in ancient Greek, Chinese, or other non-western 
musical cultures - a fact that Partch objected to repeatedly. Rejecting the controversial idea 
of the absolute dependency of his aesthetic on his scale, Partch states: 
News stories, and even reviews, have almost consistently latched onto the number forty-
three, as though this were somehow the touchstone of my life. [ ... ] It is totally misleading. 
Even on instruments of fixed pitch, I do not necessarily limit myself to forty-three, just 
monophonic tones.1 

Partch did exploit various possible pitches in-between the forty-three tones on his fret-
less instruments such as the adapted viola. 

He also used common wind instruments, including clarinets and trumpets, in his com-
positions such as Oedipus (1950), or Ulysses Departs from the Edge of the World (1~~5). 
Partch's early works - often called "speech-music pieces" - substantiate his style of wntlllg 
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for voices as close as possible to h . 
a necessity; a tool c: hi uman speech. His over-exaggerated microtonal scale was 

' ior m to captur all th . fl . f inflections that twelve-t e e m ections o the human speech - The subtle 
one equal-tempered scale does not capture. 

Example 1: Partch's forty-
three-tone-to-octave scale 

Partch's affection for ancient Greek ins truments served as a model for him to build a new 
monophonic just-tuned intonational system, using the simple ratios of the harmonic series 
up to the eleventh harmonic. He built several original instruments based on his extended 
just-intonation, which apply the possibilities of the overtone and undertone series, realized 
through his concepts of otonality and utonality in his eleven-limit Tonality-Diamond. The 
terms otonality and utonality refer respectively to a collection of pitches of a harmonic 
series analogous to major tonality in the common-period harmony, and a collection of 
pitches of a subharmonic series - an exact inversion of a harmonic series - analogous to 
minor tonality. Partch designed this arbitrary two-dimensional diagram called "tonality 
diamond,"where one dimension presents the otonalities and the other dimension the uto-
nalities, see Example 2 (see page 16). 

The intonational system demonstrated in the tonality diamond presents the harmonic 
and subharmonic just-intervals stemming from unison (1/1) within an octave (2/1), expan-
ding the five-limit to the eleven-limit intonational system. In Partch's tonality diamond, 
otonalities appear between solid lines from left to right, and utonalities between dotted 
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. fr rn right to left. For example, the ratios of just minor-sixth or 8/5 otonali 
lines o . f h . . d ty are 9/5 
5/5 11

/lO 6/5 and 7/5. The line o t e six rat10s emonstrates the maximu , ' ' ' . d. h . d . . m number of ances that are achieved by expan mg t e i entities 1-3-5 of the five-li . conson . . , . . rrut syste 

1 3
-5-7-9-11 of the eleven-limit system. Partchs eleven-limit just intonati h rn to - . on, t erefore 

makes hexads possible, instead of tnads. • 

I 
II 

_ I .OWF.R 21 1 - - ______ ...J L _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ RJGJIER 2/1 __ _ 

Example 2: Partch's eleven-
limit tonality diamond 

This harmony system is the foundation of Partch's instruments - particularly those instru-
ments that he was able to tune precisely. Although Partch's just eleven-limit intervals and 
his forty-three-tone scale underpin his music, he rarely em.ploys microtonality as just-in-
toned harmonic intervals, unless his chromelodeon, a re-def;;gned pipe organ, sounds, or if 
relatively static moments of two, vertical just-intoned pitches appear. 

Partch's works often sound as a constant percussive pattern, interrupted with microto-
nal glissandi, and barely just-intoned. Even though eleven-limit just intonation underpins 
Partch's conceptual and acoustical terrain, because of the clash es of the timbres, various 
instrumental techniques, limitations of certain instruments, and oftentimes fast and per-
cussive rhythmical patterns, it is difficult to perceive the resulting sounds as just intoned; 
Some "strange" intervals emerging from simultaneity of rich layers of microtones often 
hinder our perception of the pure ratios. 

3 Der Untergang des Hauses Usher 
Partch's just-intonation system, particularly the concepts of otonality and utonality, as 
well as his "strange" intervals, influenced Stahnke's meloharmonic constructions. Stahnke 
coined the term meloharmony to refer to vertical and horizontal structures in an open 
microtonal field not bounded by any traditional melodic and harmonic concept. His appro-
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ach to microtonality alth h . fl . . . . , oug m uenced by Partch, exceeds the framework of JUSt mtona-
t10n. Smee he uses a variety of al d · • al h fh. · t al . sc es an mtonat1on systems, t e range o 1s rrucro on 
procedures is more complex than those of Partch 

I . n IS chamber opera Der Untergang des Hauses Usher, Stahnke employs microtonal 
~truc~res based on just intonation to evoke an intricate web of psychological issues implied 
m Poe s plot, such as hypochondriasis, hysteria, and melancholia, as well as its grotesque 
aspects, for instance, incest, vampirism, and horror. The dramatic narrative of the opera, 
hence, relies on microtonal configurations. 

Stahnke's peculiar harp tuning stands at the center of his microtonal construction in 
Usher. The harp represents an image of the old, pleasant days of Usher's mansion. Its micro-
tonal tuning - the dissolution of twelve-tone equal temperament - symbolizes the relentless 
decay of the mansion, which, throughout the plot, is collapsing. Stahnke intertwines the 
harp's metaphorical tuning in the narrative of Usher. His innovative harp tuning rests upon 
just major-thirds and just minor-sevenths based above a B-fundamental, see Example 3. 

JU$'! moJoMhlrd {5/ 4) M l mofor-lhlrd (5/4) Jv111 mojo,•thlrd 

& 
I 

lc,o lo 1&0 ,~o ! () 
"t:T -14 -28 -31 -4S -49 

Example 3: Harp's tuning in Der Untergang des Hauses Usher; cent-deviation 
from equal temperament are shown below the notes 

I 0 

-59 

This system gives birth not only to just-intervals in otonality and utonality producing a 
different sound effect than the harp's usual tuning, but also to idiosyncratic proportions 
generated through using harp's pedals that are capable of sharpening and flattening each 
single note in all octaves. These extraordinary proportions would fall under the category 
of"strange intonation," a term coined by Stahnke himself to refer to Partch's intonational 
practice, which, although based on just intonation, often does not sound just. Stahnke seeks 
the tonal contradictions imbedded in his harp tuning as much as the just intervals on which 
it rests. He relates these contradictions to Partch's "strange intonation'': 

In several of my pieces, the harp's tuning demonstrates a contradiction imposed by a sort 
of tonal falseness. In this tuning, the tones are only in a specific context just-intoned; Sud-
denly the intervals are not just any more, because (by using pedals) I work with twenty-one 
tones per octave. There I build a "strange-intonation,"which I actually learned from Partch. 
Partch's music is rarely just-intoned; it largely projects a sort of a strange intonation. Many 
of his instruments, such as cloud chamber bowls or marimba eroica, do not really sound 
just, although they sound wonderfully. He could not tune them according to just intonation 
precisely. Such complicated "strange intonations" appear through my harp tuning. 2 

As Stahnke implies, he embraces the unexplainable tonal proportions emerging from 
the harp's microtonal tuning, as Partch does in his own pieces. 
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ali d utonality respectively, stand for the old days and the present d Oton ty an ' . ays of th h , h metaphorically relating these acoustical structures to the element . e Us ers ouse, . s 1n p
0 

, 
Ii Stahnke's use of atonality and utonal1ty demonstrates Partch's influ es story ne. ' . . . ence on h· 

.0. al process. While the harps Just tunmg, otonal1ty, and utonality in£ 1s compos1 on ' orin tnerel th fir d Second lavers of Stahnke s micro tonal construction in Usher he also . Y e st an J • integrat H 1 · t "d• es th lavers of microtonality. e emp oys an approxima e, equ1 1stant pentatonic s al 
o er J • l h c e that . 1 des five equal intervals of 240 cents, approximate y a w ole-tone plus sbcth-t 
me u . . . one, Per octave. Indonesian_ Slendro mu~1c'. or Baganda m_us1c 1~ Uganda, for instance, tnake us, 
of scales roughly similar to equidistant pentatonic, which Stahnke adopts in Uh 

s er, see 
Examples 4 and 5. 

'~ r T~ +l/6 - 116 

lqo In" lb I~ , 
Example 4: Equidistant pentatonic scale; cent-numbers are shown below the staff 

' by means of approximately one-sixth-tone deviations, we can reconstruct such a scale 

Example 5: Der Untergang des Hauses Usher· measures 208 211· ap · 
·d· . ' - , proximate equ1 1stant pentatonic scale in the strings 
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4 Partch Zither 
As in several of his other wo ks . . . 
developed a scord tu . I _r ' m his piece for solo zither titled Partch Zither, Stahnke 
ne equal t a ra, n this case largely based on sixth-tone-deviations from twelve-to-

emperament see Exa 1 6 U . h. concept f ali ' mp e · smg t is scordatura, Stahnke synthesizes Partch's 
s o oton ty and uto al·ty h h 

h 
. l . n i t roug out Partch Zither. The beginning of this piece 

s ows mter acmg of an ot ali . 
b 1 A 

on ty construction above the note G and an utonality structure 
eow . 

Manfred Stahnke 2007 /09 

Partch Zither 
far hter hlklJad.Htrmd 

fur Di$kant-Zither 

Ofif'l't>Na:!illlfft io ~llf Ii, C'.auat.l.~l(lffi: 
C +;n, U .. ,,; D +113:,. Al -~J . AZ oonn;il 

F1L'tll&ilcn D'11'1'11ill ptimml, au&:r. 
f ' +l-lC<,!111, 1,.1.icmi 

(llill :'irtil41'. lliffll Oi:ld\i."Dl} 
Sp:,Jclli¢ V(l!"J>.~'JI; l'fcili.l )~ C4'!'II 

Ullrul es 6b« rillmJroflett 'f~h ~-md .:t\\1!1cllffl tC I l' ....cJ g f h t'll~ l'l!ttffl. 
<ltcffil~~llllllll !iir,J 1'1/ir die Oritl'lfflt~tcO, il.M Ulllffl: ~- ISi i'llf t'~ 

Oiu-dm 8!,·..-..nm *hm d,c. la/dm I l;ns I., di" ii. rhylhmi . ..,J,c J'ropor&..,.,, ~k:hLw / lukulL'I dm ,-:hn,IJ,t,m Wnl, nolicrt 
ah .l?iild. 8 dm (:a:lit 32!<lel). -.."l't ah Via1d IA'I' ·w..t S (l'!lnf J2""1 la~l i>I ifl Lllmi><:oot Nollll.iun nut ,mt 

l!ll OOitGl'ffl. Ui,:J wlird c!t mil ~1-~~.ft Obt.-t .,;11e1 ,">cill.d ii!1i/<"k~ v,dld tlci al(;lw;li .(tt'dilmpAffi 
TOl!eo). W~ d,:{~plc,<wGri.tfuWfflld ";,ilaft lllr~~u:ia,;~ ~Rri~ 111~-

Dxr ~t saolllC mi p;:,r,.B<lmell - !W!UL lEwt \\itid ool nli ~f.ilpj)tll" dc:t !lilt«! fllltld h!-lkll. OO<t W'I WttUidi 
VIM-<k-S.11a.1~-n Rill(µ 

Example 6: Partch Zither; Legend; Zither's tuning explained 

For instance, based on his scordatura, Stahnke uses the intervals of just-major-third oto-
nality and just-minor-seventh utonality between G, B, A, and F; B is not only a just-
major-third above G (ratio5/4), but it is also a just-minor-seventh below A (ratio 4/7). 
Likewise, Fis on one hand a just-major-third below A (ratio 4/5), on the other hand it is a 
just-minor-seventh (ratio 7/4) above G. Stahnke uses the strings tuned based on sixth-tone 
deviations to reach the seventh and eleventh overtones above G (otonality) and the related 
undertones below A (utonality). For example, the C-sharp on the lowered A-string is the 
eleventh overtone above G (ratio 11/8). The related undertone is the £-flat on the hig-
her-tuned C-string: the eleventh undertone below A (ratio 8/11), see Examples 7 and 8. 
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Partch Zither 
for l'_. .w;ni""H.,.,I 

:l.'f' \.ll or:t -l}dwr 

;\- 11 : 

' 1 1 

!refLinl:lia~dut 
f ti ,_..,,.ia.Tin '. 

c', -
_, ~dinfll(lffl' 

• I · 

• I 

• ; • .i. 
1'Ji.ll;c 

r 

t i 

p 

. "-----f 

T ;· ·r- -- -~~=- ·11 --. • 

. : 

.lf•frd Sl••t. 1#11/J? 
1; ., ... , . ...,... -~ ........ .._ .. 

, 
I 

·, 
I 

Example 7: Partch Zither; Measure 1-9; Otonality and utonality constructions 

a 

1 J 1 B 

r tl I 
. -- 4-:::,, - .:-::"----------

1 4 • I J J 

r r. 
I l J I rr 

l• - -----4J2' 

Example 8: Partch Zither; Measure 10-15· Otonali 
' ty ancl utonality constructions 
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5 Diamantenpracht 
Stahnke's piece for solo har n· he developed in 

1979 
used. ta':'antenpracht also incorporates the same harp tuning that 

While Us
. thi . ' m his stage work Der Untergang des Hauses Usher. Ironically, 
mg s tunmg a · "fi 

h 
, k d . • sigru icant amount of beating, or impurity, occurs through the 

arp s stac e -up JUst or p • al -r. 

d 
. • ure, mterv s. ror example three just-thirds on top of each other 

- notate m harp strings· B h E G h ' 
42 

· -s arp, , -s arp, C - result in an octave approximately a fifth 
tone, or cents lower th 2/l . ' an octave-0 cent + 14 cents + 28 cents = 42 cents. Based on 
this phenomenon in Diam t ,.,, h s h k , , · al · , . an enrrac t ta n e constructs strange m1croton harmorues, 
as Partch does consciously and times inevitably in his music. 

Manfred Stah11ke 

2006-09 Diamantenpracht 
flir Harfe solo in Scordatura 

C, .ttahnke-verlag 
www.manfred-!rtahnke.de 

Gesine Dreyer gewid111et 
Hartenstimmung: Kammerton 444Hz - darauf His stimmen; 
da~ E-!4 Cent (Geborkontrolle "naturreine Grol3t.erz"); 
wetter A1s -31 ("naturreine Kleinsept"); Gis -28; D -45; C -42; Fis -59 Cent 
(Gehorkontrolle mit Akkorden des Antangs). 
Oktave.n normal durcbstimmert 

Example 9: Diamantenpracht", The first page of the score; The tuning explained 

Stahnke borrowed the title Diamantenpracht from Heinrich Heine's poem Lyrisches Inter-
mezzo im Buch der Lieder (1827). Robert Schumann set this poem to music in his seventh 
lied from Dicherliebe (1840), where on the metaphor of 'diamond."3 Stahnke's Diaman-
tenpracht (diamond splendor) alludes to Partch's eleven-limit tonality diamond, as well 
as the concepts of otonality and utonality. The first measures of Diamantenpracht contain 
an atonality construction above C (B-sharp), up to the eleventh harmonic (F-sharp), see 

Example 10. 

pocolibn 
J- 140 

> brilliant, pres de la table 

(onl.) 

Example 10: Diamantenpracht", Measure 1-5; Otonality construction above B-sharp 

up to the eleventh harmonic (F-sharp) 
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In measures 7 and 8, Stahnke b~ds a uton~ty construction under F-sharp (ratio 
1 and in measure 9 with a utonality construction under D, see Example ll. 14/5/7} 

Example 11: Diamantenpracht, Measure 6-12· Utonality construct' d h . ' 10n un er t e 
tome F-sharp m measures 7 and 8, and under the tone Din meas 9 ure . 

In fact, all of the next measures through measure 23 demonstrate t ali u on ty structures . 
different transpositions that harp's pedals make possi'ble Th • USing • en, m measure 24 an th 
otonality appears, this time above B, see Example 12. · ' 0 er 

/J 

I· . - -
p ~, p 

· mil Fingcmagel 
schnell und 
accclerierend ~ufwart.< 
("whi<tling IIOWld") 

p 

' -- ,rH te:!!: ff ~ ~ 

Example 12: Diamantenpracht, Measure 13-29; Utonality and otonality construction 

6 Conclusion 
Partch found Western dramatic music drained from its ritual and corporeal roots. He re-
acted against the specialization inherent in Western art, as well as in academies. He also 
viewed twelve-tone equal temperament as inferior to just intonation. His effort to theorize 
an intonational system based on just intonation, and the instruments that he built on its 
basis, inform his revolt against twelve-tone equal temperament. All intertwined aspects of 
Partch's inventions become means to delineate the philosophical, psychological, and mythi-
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cal crux of his works, in turn facilitating his polemical stance toward Western art. On the 
surface, the microtonal constructions in Stahnke's works merely depict their philosophical 
and psychological implications. But, like in Partch's works, they also mediate Stahnke's 
polemics about the limited reach of the prevailing, commercialized Western art music._To 
expand its tonal scope, Stahnke has synthesized just intonation, as well as diverse tuning 
systems and scales taken from non-Western traditions in his dramatic and instrumental , k, 
works. In sum, all musical, theatrical, and technological elements of Partch's and Stahn es 
music convey their cultural criticism. 

Two elements inform the link between Partch and Stahnke more than anything else; 
First, both sought to reform Western conventions by looking at non-Western and ancient 
cultures. Second, their curiosity for microtonality, tuning, and intonation guided their rese-
arch. Stahnke's flexible, inclusive, and hybrid aesthetic differs from Partch's rigidly-crafted 
world of one tuning system and a single, central aesthetic as his key principle. Howe~er, se-
veral of Stahnke's instrumental and music-theatrical pieces contain elements taken directly 
from Partch's theories. Partch's approach to just intonation has affected any composer who, 
since the second half of the twentieth century, has dealt with microtonality, tu~ing, aod 

intonation. Stahnke's works represent one of the most significant cases of the vast mfluence 
of Partch's theories on the European counterpart. 
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Endnotes 
1 Harry Partch, ''A Qyarter-Saw Section of Motivation and Intonations," in Bitter Music: Collec-

ted journals, Essays, Introductions, and Librettos, ed. Thomas McGeary (Urbana and Chicago: 
University oflllinois Press, 1991), 197. 

2 "Wie die Harfe in vielen von meinen Stiicken gestimmt ist, ist <lurch eine Art Falschheit voll von 
Widerspriichen. Die Tone sind in einem bestimmten Zusammenhang Just Intonation, aber die 
lntervalle stimmen plotzlich nicht wirklich. Ich spiele mit 21 Tone pro Oktave in meiner Har-
fenstimmung. Eine ,,Strange Intonation" habe ich dann gebaut und das habe ich eigentlich von 
Partch gelernt, well Partchs Musik nur zum einen kleinen Tell Just Intonation ist. Zurn einen 
grogen Tell ist er einfach ,,Strange" und er suchte das auch. Partchs Instrumente sind nicht genau 
Just Intonation. Das ist einfach ein wunderbarer Sound, den er von Cloud Chamber Bowls 
nimmt oder das wunderbare Marimba Eroica; ein wunderbarer Holzklang. Die kann er nicht so 
genau stimmen. Das hat nichts Direktes mit Just Intonation zu tun. Dort wo er sein Chromelo-
deon nimmt, geht er aber sehr prazis auf Just Intonation. Solche komplizierte ,Strange Intonation' 
taucht bei meiner Harfenstimmung auch au£" (Bargrizan, Interviews with Manfred Stahnke.) 
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