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A THEORY OF EVOLVING TONALITY
by Joseph Yasser

1 believe I have some good thoughts on thisg

work although they
nay be badly put down., The first seeticm on the pentatonic scale is8
scholarly and well-documented, fi-om \Warol I hease gained information
I may often find valuable ead which I could not have gotbten firgt-hand

without extensive rogearch,

The Waed-o- book caul:i easily have bean accemplishei in a fourth
the Bpa.ce. Not only is there repetition of iieas but much unnecessary
verblage. The footnotes and diagrams were egpecially valuable, The
latter should have required little gxplanation,

As for his svolution of tonality, if one accepts Slamese T=tons
temperament as the 1deal primitive musical gystem, and interprets 12-
tone temperament as a development of that, then Yasssr'a plan for =
future system is well-founiei ani loglical, He wonders, after the Chi-
nese first hit on 12-tone equal temperament and propounded the first
formmula for 1ts tuning, that they peraiat.ei in theorizing and playing
in true fifths.

The organic growth of scales, all of which should be tempered %
Yasser traces this way: sub-infra-iiatonic scale--2 regular dagrees
plus 3 auxiliary degrses equals 5; infra-diatoniec scale--5 regular
degrees plus 2 auxiliary degrees equals 7; diatonic scalge- 7 plus %

equals 12; supra-diatonioc sc,le--12 plus 7 equals 19 M\\;hm

is an obvious correlat.ion of the regular degrees and the auxiliary de-

grees of the next scale used. L 3+ Re =
. sy
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. The musieal theory and philosophy of the Greeks, following the
Pythagoresn scale built from successive 3/2s, or fifths,developed
acales from other intervalx, notably the 5/4. These theories ani phil-

~ osophles, thru the medium of Church modes, are the root of European
'muaiea_l culture, and are still such despite the adoption of 12-tone tem-
peramm%, Thiaf, in his pentatonic premise, diatonic analysis, and supra-
'diatenie conclusion Yassar 1@10:'98. He doesn o_ut.line the process (pa-se_
270), but 1% has no part in the bullding of his gcala.

If one excludes the fundamental, fourth and fifth as a scale then
the simplest possible musical scale 18 the pentatonic (the author calls
1t "infra-dlatonic"), constructed of four successive fifths, no mat-t-.?r-
which of the five is called bonic. The Siamese scale, which the author
considers the perfect primitive pattem, bmperﬁ? tones to the cctave
to allow transposition of their pentatonie nelodies, The complete story
in thie regari is that in the pmaeés of tempering the true fifths o
Wer are altsred by 28 mueh as P/"j of a sanitone. Smmkai That Scotch
' Ipmhabonic tunssg have heen resegnize:l when played in the systan, as he
N saas,ﬂ.oea not admi.t the part rhythm and. tmpo play in recognizing mel-
odles, I rimly believe that if Yankee Doodle were playsi with every
interval d8istorted as much as 2/3 of a semitone, but in the ordinary
r'bybhm 3.:1:1 tempo, 1t would be recognized 1nsbmt.ly from Mexioall to
Pawtuoket. With such dlstortion the right of 7-tone temperament to cloim
~ origin in successive fifths is éuite :laba.tabls.

The possibllity of representing t2-tone temperament as a succession
of :Eift.ha is more valld, since the necessary flatting of each fifth is

' much less, but still trying to sensitive ears in all it implies, Héw-

e'v"ar, to hoid that 12-Gtone temperament has 1ts origin im such & system

is denying not only the musicel philosophies of Archytas, Ptolemy, Zar-

1ino, Mersenne and Ramsau, but the instinctive faculty of the ear _in

belng most pleasel with the simpiast intervals, If that were not so, thé



octave,' the interval 2/1, would have no place in musical syébema._ A
12-~tone scale of suoceésiva fifths, uritanpered, very obviously is fapr
off from the simplsst possible intervels. |

Yagsor states four rather intasresting ressons for champloning
equal t—.eupemment, at lo2sbt ons of wﬁiah is novel. . _

The first is that the sar du“ieklyaajuatsh 1tself to artificial
intonations, (Perheps somo ears o, but I can't imagine eny eer adjuste
ing 1itself to a distorte:l octare) That artificial intonations should
therefore becons g musiaal' principle, or a musl cal axcuee, rellaw by

inference, I eannob help bub wonder at the author's @ea.t labor, in

view of this faaling. bo show the origin of scales in sucoessive fifths,

If any dalib-arabelycraabad lntonation 18 aurally possible then one
neaﬂ. nt.:at concexn hinsslf t';ha.t there 1s such a thing as = 3/2 ratio,

Thruout the history of music temperament has bean adopted ag a
last expedient solution to a d‘.eaperata problem in tuning, modulation
and transposition, Historically, it is impesalbla o defend Lt except
from the peint of 9Xpediengy.

Second, the view 1s stated that intorvals are not recognized by

%

leavaa it there, It'. mey often be true bub often not. I am inciined to
think that 1f 2 person wsre of a mini to 8ing a perfect ﬁfth fromx a

glvan .tenqa he would sing it, 'whether it occurrel in his acoustomed

aeale‘or not. The probability might-varjr with different intervalas,
Again, as in ths first argument, the author Junps %0 the desirel con-

clusion from a purs assumption.

way lmpairs the inherent
qualities of a scale" i8 proved in the author's mina by the Scotch

The third reason, that"temperament in no

alrs played in the $lamese nusical syabem, spoken of before,
viously ataterl

He pro-

With good inaight, that nothing better revealeld tho-

character of an interval than 1ts vibrational ratio,

E

Does he now imp.y




“that v&xﬂ.atiena of 2/3 of & gemitone do not alter the charaster of an

1ntewa.1? or that 1ntarvals ars not the"inherent qua.litiss of a scale"?
The fourth 18, I belleve, tho first reason I have evar heard al-

vanca:i in bshelf of squal temperament which is not nsg‘abive. It is

t.hat 1t has pasitive artistic alvantages--that the major mode beaemes

moreg major, anid the minor mode mors minor. The difference bet.ween the

true and temperei third, sithar major or minor, is exactly 1/7 of a
aamibo*ia. Argunent ong, that the eazr quickly adjusts 1tsel f to artifi-

cia.l intonation, even to as nuch 28 2/3 of a semitone vanation, argie

ment two, bb.at the absolute acoustic valus is lsss important then the',
recognizael scale dsgree r',lat.z.on, and argument thres, that inherent

qualiti aa arc not alterdld in delibarate changes in intonation, Beem to

daan argument four and its "nosi tive artistic sdv: mt-&‘s*as Jin_,lv &n

- It i3 a 11t8le 2 Lfficult Lo see just what ail will acerusg. t.a
8clence from the hypothetical 2-tons aub-inf‘ra-dimbonia gc2le (with 3
miliazy ded raes), its exposition covering 14 pages of close tyre.

Maybe it will hypotheticelly reiouni to the ald of the paleolithic man,

Random quobabions: alftor iascribing the wy in vhich the supra-

diatonic scale is built thru Pythagomen intonation ( suaceasiva fifths

produced within a slngla octava), making 12 regular an:l T auxilia.ry

1egrees (pag’e 116)s " , ., . singe ths Pythagorezn int.ana.tien would be

of no practical use watover,

1y, acoustically,

1t does not matter in the lgast how close-
bhe seven auxiliary degrees . . . come to its seven

near-by iegrees wisn the principle of acale formabion
arrangTed natural fifths is appliea,."

by consecutively

The next assertion is that "the
Pythag-orasan intonation will invariably f£i11 the function of some sort

of 'eommon denominator' for all three scales (pentatonie, diatonic, su-



'retuned’', as necessary, either to its just intonation or to its aQually
tempered intonation.” A dcale is built on “eéme aort.' of 'OOMOH denomi-
nator'" that is of "no practical use whatever" and is therefore "retunel”
to one of two other intonations. In lefending Siamese T-tone temperament
(paga 122) the observation is made that "in problems of art actual facts
have to be aenaidered in preference to theoretical premises." The
"actual faets“ are that perrect fifths have been useld in severy nation
of the world, so far as is known, untempered, and the "theoretical
prenises” are that becauss 7-’toana_ temperamem_is now practiced in Sianm
that i1t should become the meﬂ'.ei for evelution- of musical theory for the
whole of -eivnisatian. -

Continue random quots: the 12 regular degrees ar supra.-f.enality
are "live and indiviiual" which "charact.er is cert.ainly lacking in the
aneni¢ and neutralized atonal scale (12-tone temperament) since its
component paxkix mte;wa.la are rigorously levelled in comparison to
the series of supra-diatonic whole steps and half steps.” There is a
- 8aying that 1f he 18 given enough rope a.man will hang himself,

- On pages 233 to 237 Yasser roughly outlines "musical monism™

' (corresponiing to monephany). I quote from 'page' 2363 _"Were musical

art of rational and not of emotional origin, thse ruviaion into conson-
ances and dissonances would be unnatural, Music then would be monistio
instead of &ua.listic.' from the viewpoint of harmény. It 48 highly
priabable that it would be dlrectly based, in that case, on the series
of overtones . . ." The supplement to chapter }® XI, which covers 30
pages, 18 an exposition of supra-tonality in various tppes of just in-
tonation(that 18, in intonation based on overtonss), none of which isg
actually used, but which apparmtiy form the bagls of the system's
chord formations., The 7/4 interval is called a "falsonance™ in the dia~
tonic scale (because it is false to the scale): "But the very same in-

t erval will not be = fal sonance in relation to the gupra~ilatonic



scale becguse 1t 18 not only found in the just intonation _'er this scale
(which is not‘actually used) but furthermeore fills therein the place of
& consonance . . .' Phe representation of a thing by a variation of it
which 18 presumed to have the character of the unaltered thing is an
equivocation consistently present thruout the treatise.

It excttes wonler, first, that the author insists that Py thagorean
intonation is the "constructive schema” of the three scales, when (page
140) he admits that it reveals the arrangement of the regular ani aux-
iliary degrees "rather loosely, as far as acousti cal acourdey is con-
cerned;"” ani second, that in view of the aimitted variation of 2/3 of
a semlt.ena from the true in the Siamese pentatonic, and as much as
half a semitone from either the Pythagorean or true intonation in the
supra-ilatonic, that he does not throw the whole i:lea of & 12-toneg
scale overboard but goes to such tremendous lengths to show the one as
‘the perfect pattern and the second as the ideal for the future, Con-
sldering the continual ory against 12-tone temperament by string play-
ersp vocalists ani acousticians, in which the maximum falsity is 1/7
of a semitone, it is hard to e:aneei.v?a of them swallowlng the 12-tone
scale in 19-tone temperament. Yasser's 12-tone scale ie aoouﬂbieaily
unsubstantiated in the simple intervals that the ear can sing unalded,
thls entirely apart from 19-tons temperament, of which there are many
advocates, which might more nearly approximate true diatonic intervigs
than 12--~as the tablzm—;aabe. The author's theme 18 not to oreate
truer diatonlc intervals but to evolve a n_éw 124 7" tonal systenm.

Yagser says very truly t.hait_ 12-tone temperament 1s a X "limiting
condition™ that militates against organic_ growth of musical resources.
And he would substitute anothert
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