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Outline
(1) Partch’s Intervallic Language in the Li Po settings

• Interval classification: The “One-footed bride” 
• Voice-Leading Spaces
• Examples: “The Long-Departed Lover” (Lyrics of Li Po)

“On the City Street” (Lyrics of Li Po)

(2) Voice Leading and the Tonality Diamond:
• The Tonality Diamond
• Examples: “By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)

“By the Rivers of Babylon (137th Psalm)”
• The Interval Pyramid
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Arguments
• Partch’s interval classification (the “one-footed 

bride”) is a window into the expressive language 
of microtonal variation in interval size he uses in 
his text setting.

• Voice-leading geometries (specifically, dyad 
space) are useful for tracking Partch’s 
counterpoint in specific passages.

• Partch’s tonality diamonds help explain his 
compositional use of simple ratios, and are 
therefore a valuable complement to voice-
leading geometries for analysis.
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(1) Partch’s Intervallic Language
in the Li Po Settings
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Partch’s “One-Footed Bride”
Suspense (= tritones)

Power (= perfect  
intervals)

Emotion 
(= thirds

and sixths)

Approach 
(= seconds 

and sevenths)
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Dyad space (from Callender, Quinn, Tymoczko 2008)

Diagonal lines
correspond to
all intervals 
involving the
same noteHorizontal 
lines 
correspond 
to an 
interval
class

Motion to the 
right  is 
ascending

Motion to the 
left is 
descending
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Dyad space (from Callender, Quinn, Tymoczko 2008)

Voice-leading spaces are continuous:

Small changes of pitch correspond to small 
distances in the space.

This makes them equally applicable to music 
in any tuning system, especially microtonal 
systems that permit numerous gradations of 
interval size.
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“The Long Departed Lover” (Lyrics of Li Po)

Fair one, when you were here, 
I filled the house with flowers.

Fair one, now you are gone—
only an empty couch is left.

One the couch the embroidered silk 
is rolled up; I cannot sleep.

It is three years since you went.
The perfume you left behind haunts me still.
The perfume strays about me forever.
But where are you, Beloved?

Set 
unaccompanied 
or in unison

Unisons mixed with 
other intervals
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“The Long Departed Lover” (Lyrics of Li Po)

Bob Gilmore (“Harry Partch: The Early Vocal 
Works, 1930–33”):

“The only vertical intervals used (with one
exception) are different sorts of ‘thirds’, Partch’s
Intervals of Emotion. . . . The one exception
comes at the setting of the poet’s question,
‘where are you, Beloved?’: here the voice rises to
the highest pitch in the song’s range, and Partch
introduces a single 3/2 interval against the Viola
note at the word ‘you’. This, the only occurrence
in the setting . . . of an Interval of Power, seems
to embody . . . the assertiveness of the question.”
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Recording: 
Stephen Kalm
& Ted Mook
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Parallel motion is horizontal
(here, ascending unisons)

Diagonals represent 
obliquemotion

(here, the viola holds 3/2)

This oblique motion approaches, 
but doesn’t quite reach, the 
“interval of power.”

“E
m

ot
io

n”

“Power”

“E
m

ot
io

n”
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Oblique leap to an interval of power
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“On the City Street” (Lyrics of Li Po)

They meet in the pink dust of the city street.
He raises his gold crop high in salute.
“Lady,” says he, “where do you live?”
“There are ten thousand houses 

among the drooping willow trees.”

The text juxtaposes images of domestic and civic, 
humanity and power. This is embodied in the 
descriptions “pink dust/gold crop” and the 
images of the lady and the rider.

Partch uses his “Intervals of Emotion” and 
“Intervals of Power” to reflect this dichotomy.
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“On the City Street” (Lyrics of Li Po)

Unisons 3rds 6th 4ths 5ths

Partch writes the first phrase in an 8/7 just 
major scale

Recording: 
Stephen Kalm

& Ted Mook
(From 1933 transcription, 

with error in viola on “street”)
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Wolf fourth (27/20)
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The Tonality Diamond
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Partch’s Tonality Diamond

UtonalitiesOtonali
tie

s
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)

Recording: 
William Wendlandt
& Partch, 1947
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)

Recitation tones

ExpositionDescriptive
passage
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)

Harmonic Intervals

6/5

6/5

6/5

11/9

144/121
7/6
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“By the Great Wall” (Lyrics of Li Po)

Combined pitch content 

1/1: The absent lover
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“By the Rivers of Babylon (137th Psalm)” 

By the rivers of Babylon, there we set down.
Yea, we wept when we remembered Zion.
Upon the willows in the midst thereof we hung our harps.
For there they that held us captive asked of us a song,
And our tormentors required of us mirth, saying:
“Sing us one of the songs of Zion.”

How shall we sing the Lord’s song in a strange land?
Ah . . . 
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“By the Rivers of Babylon (137th Psalm)” 

Recording (1945): 
William Wendlandt & Partch, with
Lee Hoiby and Christine Charnstrom
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“By the Rivers of Babylon (137th Psalm)” 

7-Limit Tonality Diamond

Inversions

Interval Pyramid
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“By the Rivers of Babylon (137th Psalm)” 

7-Limit Tonality Diamond
Interval Pyramid
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“By the Rivers of Babylon (137th Psalm)” 
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