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Interval Interview With French Composer

Pierre-Jean Croset and His Lyra

It happened as it has many times before: I receive a
call from someone I've never heard of who turns out
to be a dynamic force in the big picture of micrd-
tonal music. I received this call in San Francisco in
November, 1984, where I had been Artist-in-Resi-
dence at the Exploratorium (see ‘“Pentaphone: Un-
folding Fives). Pierre-Jean explained in fairly good

English that he had received a grant from the French

government to come to the United States to study
new instrument building and scale development. His

first contact was Jean-Charles Francoig, Director of

the Music Department at the University of Califor-
nia at San Diego. Pierre-Jean called and we met. His
work which grew out of a contemporary music back-
ground and a frustration with those forces and atti-
tudes, led to the creation of the 18 stringed *‘Lyra”
and a beautiful sound which emanated from the
hundreds of harmonics on this instrument. The in-
terview begins as we are traveling together to North-
ern California.
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Interval: What did you accomplish so far in Stiuthern
California?

Croset: I did lectures, conferences and concerts
at the Center for Music Experiment at U.C.S.D.,
then after I met you and read copies of your maga-
zine, 1 realized that there is quite a bit of activity
in instrument building and non-traditional scales.
I saw the instruments of Harry Partch and Arthur
Frick and visited Ivor Darreg at his place in Glen-
dale. I feel that the San Francisco area will be an
adventure. I know that there are many musicians
there. Also you say that there are three new maga-
zines connected with new instruments and Just In-
tonation (One/One, Experimental Musical Instru-
ments, Balungan) in the area. I will be lecturing at
‘Mills College, Berkeley, and at the computer center
{CCAMA) at Stanford. I hope to dc concerts in the
area also before returning to France.




I: Is there also some activity on the East Coast?

C: 1 realize that there are many influences includ-

ing La Monte Young (see interview) who is working
on his well-tempered piano. Also Charlemagne Pales-

tine is working on his Bosendorfer. I know about
David Hykes and the Harmonic Chorus but I believe
that just intonation is more popular in Europe.

-
¥

I: When did you start devoting your life to the
sounds of just intonation?

C: I began in 1972 to use just intonation in my
music. I worked on studying all aspects of sound
from 1968 and found that there are essentially two

types of just intonation music: that of Harry Partch,
that is, developing a scale and bullding instruments
around the scale,and the second, which is using the
overtones from the voice and strings and other nat-
ural harmonics. The way of Harry Partch 1s not used
in Europe, but there is a great activity around har-
monics.

I: Who are the main people that you know of who
are utilizing harmonics?

C: In New York there is David Hykes, in Italy Ro-
berto Laneri and in Germany Johan and Mikael Vet-
ter, and what I do. We all began in approximately
1972. There is more connection with music around
harmonics in Europe than there is here I believe,

I: Do you believe that there is more happening in
Europe?

C: Perhaps. There is more success around this activ-
ity. There are more Harry Partch-type activities here
_on the West Coast.

I: Could we trace your development from the late
60’s?

C: In 1968, there was a great dynamic in culture
and many new ideas were being developed. At that
time I was studying sounds and acoustics. But I
wanted to use these ideas In my ownﬁmusic. I
improvised with many groups and played contem-
porary idioms as well as free jazz and all kinds of
experimental music with the guitar. We tried many
combinations of sounds and tried to develop a new
grammar for a new music. It was the post-dJohn Cage

influence in Europe.

I: How did this ‘““new grammar’’ come about?

C: I worked on a new type of writing after I read
the book Notations by dJohn Cage, which showed
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that the problem i1s not a strict structure. It showed
that there were many different types of writing pos-
sible. I found that the key to finding the right music
was to have the instrument that you need. That is
how 1 realized that I needed a new instrument and
to play.

I: And when did you start to play only harmonics?

C: In 19795, In the Museum of Modern Art, I played
a guitar concert playing only harmonics. Then I
thought that if it were possible to play this concert
Ior one and a half hours, then I had to build an in-
strument that would be built only for harmonics.
That was the last time I played the guitar and in the
same year I began to build the first eighteen-stringed
LYRA.

I: Would you describe the LYRA.

C: The LYRA is a musical instrument built with
four elements. The first element is where you attach
the strings. The second is where you tune with the
keys. The third and fourth are two supporting col-
umns, But more important is that the LYRA is a
traditional instrument dating back at least thirty-five
centuries. It has often been called the ““musical in-
strument of the spheres.”

I: So, your guitar was no longer able to produce
the sounds you needed to develop yvour music. Did
you go to a lap-steel guitar?

C: It is crazy to use a traditional instrument when
your needs demand more.

[: 1 felt the same way, but I found an instrument
that was able to produce new sounds. This guitar has
thirty-two strings in four bands of eight strings. The
tuning is an interwoven just system I call “just free,”
because 1 can play harmonics and also with a steel
bar which is parallel, play just chords from anywhere
on the string. Ultimately, though, without the best
strings and pick-up, the instrument has its limita-
tions. -

C: On the LYRA I found that I could play with
eighteen strings. No more because that is how many
strings I can grab in one hand.

I: When did you play the first concert with the
LYRA?

C: In 1977, in Paris. It was my choice to have a
very long concert and to work on the way the time
works inside the music. This larger framework of
time I call the memories in music. The longest con-
cert was about three and a half hours only using
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improvisation. All the structure of the sound was
built using prime numbers and the effect of beats
and tuning was b'éing developed in a new way. The
life of the sound as I see it now is in the memories.
This is the essence of my theory abt)ut&music.

I:  Will you explain the basic memories?.

C: The first memory is all memories of all time
before in this life and the second; running back
generations into the past and.when I am playing, I
try to be aware of this. Not necessarily your genetic
ancestors, but the ancestors who have a feeling
about what you do. The third>memory is all the
concerts you have done from the first to the last
one. Then I see the concert you have done is impor-
tant. In fact, life is a long concert with different
pauses where events take place which we call life.
The real life is the concert itself, the other possibly
1s illusion. The ideas about the music are being devel-
oped in your brain and in your body all the time, so
each new concert, you have new ideas.

I: We have discussed three of the memories . . .

C: The next is the memory of the last concert I
have given. It is the most important for what is hap-
pening in the present. The fifth memory is the time
up to the performance of the present concert. This
memory concentrates the time to the present. The
sixth memory includes the beginning of the concert
up until the actual moment (time-0). At time-0 I am
playing. The seventh is the memory of the imminent
future or what I have to play until the end of the
performance. Eight: The memory of the future
events of your mind, your life and future lives. All
of the memories work together at time-0.

THE MEMORIES

1 Memory of past lives
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I: Do you call your music experimental?

C: I don’t like most experimental music. Experi-
mental music is when you cannot find the way.

[:  When you cannot find the way it’s experimental?

C: When you have found a way, it is not experi-
mental.

I: I find so much of the music in the last twenty
*years is trying to find the way and it seems like every
piece says “I cannot find the way.”

C: Ah, yes.
I: 'The musicians are fighting with each other.

C: Or with themselves.

I:  And I've often wondered what this fight is about.
I know our society . .. I mean the Westesn civiliza-
tion is not at rest and we are not only at war with
ourselves but with each other, and I often wonder,
“Why doesn’t music show the way to peace?” And
as I said in my last magazine, the way is not just war
and peace but the key between war and peace is har-
mony, because “harmony” actually means “order,”
and if you just say, “Well, let’s have peace,” it’s,
then it’s like it’s against war.

C: And it’s just the flip side of the same coin.

I: Rather than saying, “Okay, now what is the
missing ingredient in the whole ‘PeacehMovement’_?”
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C: Yes.

2 Memory of living cultures
3 Memory of all concerts I did

4 Memory of the last performance
5 Memory of the preparation of the concert up to the beginning of the performance

6 The performance until Time 0

Time 0—*I am playing”

1 2 3 4 5
Past to the present

6

Time 0 Future

7 The mémory of imminent future of the concert
8 Memory of the “futures’ (all to come in my life”)
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I: And that missing ingredient ‘is harmony. We

can’t just say “No, no ... we won't ¢o.” You have
to show a new way. -
C: It’s exactly what I think and we need to have a
new music to be happy. We need the music showing
constructive ways. And to open the imagination of

the public. Not to impose some pictures you have

imagined already, and in my work there is an expres-
sion of balance. I think that a lot of music mirrors
the stress in the society. We don’t need this to be
stressed more. We need the contrary. We need to be
balanced and it is because of this you have to tune
the ideas you use in music. Like you tune a musical
instrument. You can’t say, it is now like it was in
the seventies: “We are free.” There is nothing abso-
lutely free in the world, though.

C: 1 think that what I am saying is stated in the
book I am writing, MUSIC-LANGUAGE FOR A
CONSCIOUSNESS NEW. I am writing about the
idea of a new consciousness for music. The basic
ideas around the philosophy of life and the philoso-
phy of understanding music: What is “music,” What
is “public,” What is a “musician,” What is a “com-
poser,’” and .

I: A redefinition of all of the old words.

C: Yes, and it is the responsibility of the book I am
writing to be more clear about (what) we need to
do. We can understand this with two experiments
and I have two examples: one acoustic experiment
and one social experiment. The first acoustic experi-
ment is very well-known in India and absolutely
unknown in Western countries, used by some com-
posers in Western countries. It starts: We can only
hear the just pitch of a tone if we hear this tone
twice. Our ear and our brain don’t know how to
recognize a sound the first time it is heard except
if you have learned for hours to recognize automati-
cally a sound, But in reality the ear needs twice to
hear the same sound to know exactly what is hap-

pening.
I: Okay, the acoustic experiment first in India. ..

C: In Indian music, if you hear a singer going from
up scale to down scale to a fundamental, you hear a
fundamental exactly, a singer goes just under a fun-
damental. He passes under the fundamental, he goes
a little past and he goes up exactly on the funda-
mental.

I: And you hear only the fundamental.

C: The second example you have heard is very
beautiful because you have heard for the first time
and you didn’t see this because the singer used this

o

knowledge very precisely and intelligently. And the
second one is a Balinese orchestra which came to
Paris. This is a social experiment only. This Balinese
gamelan played in Paris and one day they were

"going to the French Opera, the famous Opera of
. Paris to hear a rehearsal of symphonic music of the

Opera. They saw a lot of musicians with a lot of
musical instruments they never had seen before. In
a gamelan there are around thirty, thirty-five musi-
cians—big orchestra—and the Balinese asked: “Why
this paper withsthese musical instruments? For what
is it?” And the man, the conductor of the Opera
said: It is writing for music.” And the Balinese said:

“What is writing? We don’t use.” “It is because there
are many musicians and they need writing to play
music.” And the Balinese said: “We don’t listen
(read?), we are lost in our orchestra. We don’t use

writing.” And the orchestra begins. A man comes

for the direction of the orchestra and the Balinese
said: “This man with the stick, what does he do?”
“He is the conductor of the orchestra.” “And for
what is the stick?” “It is for the direction of the
playing.” ‘“And for what he uses this?” “It is be-
cause he is the chief of the orchestra.” And the Bali-
nese says: ‘“What is the ‘chief’?” And so on.

I: (chuckles) Yes.

C: Because, if you hear a gamelon in Bali, when the
gamelan starts, all the musicians start together. They
don’t need some of the tools we need in Western

countries. o
b

I: Right.
C: Then the conclusion is we can compare the kind
of tools used by different cultures and perhaps we

have to take some of this information to heart.

I: So this is part of the new grammar, comparing
the tools of the different musical systems?
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C: Yes. It is not only to use this in music, but years musicians in Asia who are not working loud with
after years after many, many, many observations gongs, there are some important reasons and we
YOu can understand what we need exactly, what we have to consider these,

Hew comprehension. And it you need writing ar I:  Okay, so you have the social and the acoustic:
notes or stick, use them. But if youdon't. . don% €Xperiments and jt is g matter of bringing all of
use them. these experiments and weaving these into a new
grammar, i

I: Do you have another example?
| C: The new grammar exists. The grammar of a unij-
c* Ferﬂampie, if a Symphony orchestra played verse includes not only music but aj] arts, physics,
tutti the pitch Comes up very quickly. The pitch chemistry, all sciences. All things are together and it
changes and the singer can't 8ing exactly in the is because of this that now there ig some connection
intonation. Another example is that bad sounds are between arts and sciencesg but not like experiments
very dangerous if they are not in good use and there but like observing. We work on the same things, on
Is an experiment about this: the gong is used very  the same tools if you like, only at the level of the
strongly in western culture, Never 15 it used loudly tools, in sciences and s, The differences between
in Asian mugic, the sciences and the artg Is that in a very short time
| | In art you can explore muéh knowledge about the
[: Gongs are hever used loudly? : universe you can’t explore In norma] situations, For
example, it is very difficuit without tools like art to
C: Never. Because it is so dangerous. The sound of have coOmmunication with nature around us. The
the gong is considered to pe magic. The gong is interest of art is hot the creation; I don’t think that
~z —magic in all these cultures. In Indonesia it ig magic, the creation in art exists, man can only discover
T “"Why is this magic? Because the waves working with what exists and show this with his life and show
the gong are 30 loud and so powerful. The level of what he has discovered. We can show what we have
the bass which we can hear is sg dangerous, they discovered and this technique is called creation. But
take care about and make only balanced sound with I think it is not a good word to uge, We have to use
the gongs and the other instrumentg_ Perhaps we can this word because the media ugses jt. It is not true to
experiment to play loud gongs but the problem 1S use this word. It is not €xact. An artist discovers

not like this: it is to know if there are thousands of what exists.

For years T have been trying to tie together parts years had been abuged to uselessness. The Penta-
of my multidimensiong] musical self, The Explora- phone would give form to the idea of playing muysijc
torium in San Francigco gave me the chance to do ina Supportive environment. Since the 10 ft, by 10
that.last fal by accepting my Proposal to build the _ft. room is cloged otf from the loud ambience of the
Pentaphone. As 5 music educator, I’ve always fought rest of the museum, focused playing is possible. I
to help the average person free himgelf from handi- knew right away that I would use g pPentatonic scale
caps about playing music. Some people cgll me g -because of itg simplicity but | laboured over wheth-
broselytizer, but I believe that Creating music creates €Y to use an equal five or a Ptolemaic five limit scale,
the self and in Creating ourselves we €Xpand our | decided to go with the scale of Emperoy Ling Lun
Consciousness. Anyway, to build an Instrument (see Genesis of a Music by Harry Partch, Da Capo

without wrong notes, where people face each other  Press, New York) because of its ancient beginnings

~ + .. that wag the task, . Over forty-seven centuries ago, and it’s easy to un-
-~ The Exploratorium gave me the task of building derstand 3/2 scale generator, ..
the Pentaphone through theijr Artist-in-Residenca For five months | researched, developed, designed

brogram funded by Rockefeller, Xerox, and others.  and bujlt the Pentaphone. That is the reason it wasg
Luckily there Was a room already funetioning for lecessary to suspend publication of Interva) tempo-
Creative music making, hut the instruments over the rarily after the Spring 1984 1ssue. I wag living in San
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