tring players have many reasons

for appreciating the distinction

between tempered and natural

scales. One of the beauties of

stringed instrument is that while
they are difficult to play “in tune” with
the piano, they can be morein tune than
a piano. A fine quartet plays harmonies
unimaginable from a piano or symphony
orchestra.

My viola is occasionally used as a
prop in lectures on the physics of music
to demonstrate why the natural scale, so
pleasing to the ear, needs to be tem-
pered slightly. This demonstration can
also be used as an exercise to boost the
confidence of any string student, frus-
trated by the unending struggle for per-
fect intonation.

The mystery arose soon after my high
school viola teacher started me on Bach’s
First Suite for unaccompanied cello. It
begins:
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These notes have always sounded
strange on a piano. Was it my inexperi-
ence with the piano? Does this particular
melody demand a stringed instrument
for mystical reasons only Bach could
understand? Or perhaps, that initial
exposure on the viola later spoils the
melody for any other instrument. If I had
heard the suite first on the piano, would
it have then sounded strange on the
viola? This puzzle was almost forgotten as
it faded into the background of the many
questions a high school student can ask.

Fourteen years later, the winter of
1984 was typical for Siberia, but wonder-
fully alien to a Californian. Only about
fifty American and Soviet scientists were
allowed to participate in long-term
exchanges that year; the Cold War was
still raging. My nine-month visit was pro-
ductive both professionally and person-













