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Compositing	with	Just	Intonation		
	
The	tuning	I	used	for	this	composition	was	created	based	on	the	4:3	ratio	and	
intervals	known	as	perfect	fourths.		
	
Starting	with	1:1	as	C4	at	262.6Hz		
Using	the	cycle	of	fourths	as	stepping-stones	through	all	12	tones.				
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
For	each	note	I	calculated	the	frequency	using	the	4:3	ratio.		
I	had	to	divide	accordingly	to	bring	all	the	frequencies	into	to	the	range	of	one	
octave:	the	second	row	by	2,	the	third	by	4,	the	fourth	by	8	and	the	fifth	by	16.		
I	then	calculated	the	deviation	in	cents	from	1:1.	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	



Seraina Fässler

COMPOSITION WITH THE TUNING OF TERRY RILEY 

My piece 

Inspired by Terry Riley’s approach, my aim for this piece was to focus on Minimalism and the 
exploration of patterns. In particular, I wanted to create patterns in different frequency ranges and 
contrast low with high frequencies.


It was the very first improvisation I did with Terry Rileys tuning in the beginning of the year that 
inspired me to compose my piece based on this tuning. When several tones interact with each 
other they create this timbre that I perceived as warm and full. I noticed that especially when I 
compared it to my own tuning attempts, where this tension gets overwhelming and almost 
uncomfortable. 


My instrument 

For my piece, I applied the tuning of Terry Riley on an instrument rack I created from scratch in 
Ableton. One thing I realised when trying out different waveforms and presets within the 
instrument is, that the timbre of a tuning can sound completely different from one instrument to 
another. I came to the conclusion, that for the desired timbre of my tuning, the instrument has to 
consist of only sine waves. I figured that it maintains the desired quality of the tuning the best. 

Based on C# as my 1:1 I calculated the frequencies from the ratios and the differences in cents 
from one frequency to the next. To apply Rileys tuning on the scale in my instrument, which by 
default was equal tempered, I calculated the deviation in cents and adjusted it.


My instrument consists of sine waves and modulated sine waves. The low frequencies I wanted to 
have unmodulated, such that the tension that arises between them is heard more clearly. The high 
frequencies are modulated with slow and fast LFOs. For all the tones I have used long attacks. 
Furthermore, I discovered that by adding reverb, the friction between the lower tones gets more 
intense. 


My approach 

For the first attempt of my composition, the focus was too much on the structure and the melody, 
as well as on all the softwares I wanted to try out. Listening to my first results, I realised that I lost 
the actual characteristics that I was aiming for with this tuning. 

For my second attempt I created four different patterns with my instrument and let the tones of 
the patterns interact with each other. My aim was to, on the one hand, have the low frequencies 
interact with each other and, on the other hand, to let the low and high frequencies collide.

I was very fascinated by the timbre of the low frequencies when they interact with each other. 
They create this very warm, humming and almost deafening sound.


Discoveries and challenges 

The frequencies occurring in my piece can be quite demanding for the ear. There are certain parts 
in my piece that almost create a certain deafness when listening, not because of the sound level 
but because of the phasing of the sine waves, the distortion that comes with the friction of the 
frequencies and also the broad frequency spectrum. 


It was challenging to find an interaction that will not distort the sound too much. I had to adapt the 
decay of each tone in order to reduce the intensities of the sound. I discovered, that the more 
tension there is between the tones, the more intense the signal would get and most likely distort. 

Nevertheless, distortion and a certain deafening sound were important components of my piece. 
It was difficult to find a balance, so that it would keep a certain quality without clipping. I might 
still need more time to work on that. 
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