


sets of them, in a variety of sizes. Instead of 
a clangorous racket, as might be expected, 
they produced a shimmering curtain of 
pure, harmonious sound. The effect was 
mesmerising. So how was this done? 

“Our windchimes are very precisely tuned, 
but what makes the difference is the fact 
that we use just intonation rather than equal 
temperament,” explained Garry. “That’s 
why, as you’ve heard, there are no clashing 
harmonics, even between different sets of 
chimes, as long as they are designed to work 
together. We do make chimes in different 
keys and different scales, but they’re 
labelled so people know which ones will 
combine.”

How did this all begin? And why start a 
company in Woodstock, of all places? 

“I fi rst studied music, art and the physics 
of musical instrument building as a Masters 
degree in Illinois. Then, in the 1970s, I 
was in a percussion group called Black 
Earth. We toured North America and the 
UK – I was playing a lot of John Cage and 

Stockhausen back then,” he smiled. “I’m 
originally from Chicago and my wife and I 
eventually decided to leave the city and ‘get 
back to nature’. It was either the west coast 
or here, and Diane didn’t like the thought 
of earthquakes... So in 1979 we came to 
Woodstock. I became fascinated by the ‘Scale 
of Olympos’ – an ancient Greek scale from 

the seventh century BC. I wanted to hear 
what the scale sounded like in its original 
form, but that’s impossible on the equal-
tempered piano. In those days, you could just 
go down to the city dump and take stuff that 
had been left. I found a bunch of lawn chairs 
there, made of aluminium tubing. So I cut 
the tubing into the correct lengths, mounted 
them like the bars of a marimba and fi nally 
got to hear the Scale of Olympos! I still 
have the instrument here – I named it the 
‘Adapted Lawn Chair’ and played gigs with it 
for quite a number of years.”

More trips to the dump followed and Garry 
continued to experiment with tunings. He 
began suspending his recycled aluminium 
tubes on strings and selling them as 
windchimes at craft fairs. The Woodstock 
Chimes company grew on the strength of its 
fi rst product, the Chime of Olympos, which 
remains a top seller. 

“Harry Partch was a big infl uence,” said 
Garry. “He was totally outside of the box. 
After rejecting equal temperament in favour 

“I NAMED IT 
THE ‘ADAPTED 
LAWN CHAIR’ 
AND PLAYED 
GIGS WITH IT 
FOR YEARS”

ABOVE: Garry Kvistad’s Woodstock studio – a maze of windchimes and percussion instruments. ABOVE: Garry plays along with the score of Reich’s ��������������.

ABOVE: Welcome to Woodstock – just like any other small New England town, apart from the rainbow-coloured shops selling crystals, candles and cake.
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of just intonation he went on to build his 
own instruments, tuned to scales he invented 
himself. What an amazing guy! He lived like 
a hobo for years, jumping trains and hanging 
out with all these underworld characters. I 
got to meet him just once, not long before 
he died in 1974. That was one of the most 

interesting afternoons of my life.”
How about Steve Reich? I inquired. His 

music sometimes produces the effect of 
shifting harmonics – is he into this stuff too?

Garry shook his head. “No, not at all. 
I’ve worked with Steve for 32 years and he 
has no interest in harmonic tunings. That’s 

because he’s always wanted his music to 
be accessible to everyone. So it must be 
playable on conventional instruments, tuned 
to equal temperament. Harry Partch’s music 
can only be played on his own invented 
instruments, but Harry never cared about 
that! Incidentally,” he added, “I’m presenting 
a paper next month to the Acoustical Society 
of America, entitled ‘Psychoacoustical Effects 
of the Music of Steve Reich’.”

Do the people who buy Garry’s windchimes 
appreciate why they have such harmonic 
purity, I wondered? 

“Actually,” he chuckled, “hardly anyone 
does! People just know they sound good. 
It’s all explained in our literature, but most 
people don’t get it. In fact, when we go to 
trade shows my marketing manager describes 
our chimes as being ‘like a well-tuned piano’. 
I have to bite my tongue when she says that, 
because a piano isn’t well tuned  –  it uses even 
temperament! But she’s right, of course – it’s 
just a way of helping people to understand 
that they’re different.”

We explored some of the studio’s wonders. 
Garry fi red up the Wurlitzer Military Band, 
which unfortunately was suffering from a 
change in humidity. Mechanically controlled 
by a punched paper roll, its array of incredibly 
loud brass horns, drums and cymbals should 
have played a jolly Sousa march. However, 
since several of its valves were stuck open it 
produced a cacophony more like a Manhattan 
traffi c jam. It was entertaining, nonetheless. 
The 120-year-old Unaphon was louder still, 
and performed perfectly. Once popular at 
shows and political rallies, its vibrating metal 
plates can be played from a tiny keyboard. 
Then, after a musicianly exchange of 
drummer jokes, Garry suddenly leapt to his 
feet. “You know what? If you like harmonics, 
there’s something here you gotta see!”

I followed him through the maze of musical 
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Apparatus used by Eugene Osty in his experiments to detect the alleged ‘invis-
ible substance’ emitted by mediums during telekinesis.  With the seated medium 
attempting to move a remote object by concentration, any interruptions in the infra-
red beams cause an electric bell to sound  (From ‘Supernormal Aspects of Energy 
and Matter’, E. Osty, 1933).
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ABOVER LEFT: Garry peers out from a jungle of percussion. ABOVE RIGHT: Harry Partch playing the gourd tree, just one of the many instruments he designed and built.

ABOVE: Garry demonstrates his harmonic tubes – “Not something you hear every day!”
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instruments to a large rectangular stand hung 
with aluminium tubes of different sizes. Most 
were suspended vertically; at the bottom 
were two huge horizontal tubes. On a table to 
the side was an assortment of soft percussion 
mallets in various sizes.

“You’re gonna love this!” Garry exclaimed 
with glee. “Although you’ll probably want 
to be sitting down while I play it…” I was 
directed to a stool a short distance away. 
“This,” he explained, “is something I built 
a couple of years ago. The big tube on the 
bottom is tuned to a low G. It’s 99 inches 
long – about two and a half metres. That’s the 
fundamental, or fi rst harmonic. The smaller 
tube above it is an octave higher – that’s the 
second harmonic. So you get the idea! There’s 
a tube for each of the fi rst 16 harmonics of low 
G. It’s pretty powerful.”

With a demonic grin, Garry picked up the 
largest mallet. “I’ll get all 16 harmonics going, 
then improvise a little with the higher ones. 
The two bottom tubes ring for a very long 
time, so just try to relax and enjoy. It’s not 
something you hear every day!”

Actually, it was something that most people 
never hear in a lifetime. When struck, the two 
biggest tubes emitted a solid wall of sound 
that pressed powerfully against my whole 
body, though it was most concentrated in 

my stomach. It was rather like the pressure 
wave one feels from a nearby explosion, 
except there was no transient: the pressure 
rose rapidly to a maximum and just stayed 
there. Garry then picked up a smaller mallet 
and added more ascending harmonics. This 

produced a bizarre kind of synæsthesia; 
as the harmonic spectrum altered, my 
impression was of changing colours that I 
felt, rather than saw. There were physical 
sensations too, mostly in my arms and chest, 
which moved around as the harmonics 
changed. The vibration of the smallest tubes 
evoked tiny fl ickering lights, again felt more 
than seen, moving above and around my head. 
It was one of the strangest things I have ever 
experienced. 

Garry eventually stopped playing the 
tubes and stood silently as the sound began 
to slowly fade. After what seemed like an age, 
he turned with a wry smile. “My chakras,” he 
declared, “are in order now!”

Woodstock Chimes are represented in 
Europe by White Pebble International:
www.whitepebbleinternational.com
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ABOVE: The Wurlitzer Military Band; not heard at its best on this occasion. BELOW: The Unaphon, with its vibrating metal plates played from a tiny keyboard.
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