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HARRY PARTCH

Z OT in a musical criticism but in an editorial ap-
pearing in the Dayton Daily News do we find this
perceptive comment on Harry Partch:

“The very world in which he lives is strange be-
cause, alter 35 years, he alone 1s fully at home 1n it.
What 1s not strange ‘at all is that Partch’s music is
intensely dramatic and pictorial. His first rejection,
after abandoning conventional music, was any temp-
tation to be obscure and abstract, to set himself aloof
on an artistic pedestal. His first concern has been
with enlargement of communication between human
beings, telling their stories, speaking with their voices,
aiding their struggle to maintain identity and aspir-

ing nature in a culture harnessed to the machine.”

His world 1s “strange™ because, beginning in 1923,
he lelt compelled to pursue a musical way all his
own, built instruments over the years to implement
it, trained musicians to play the new music, and—
finally—in recent years, issued his own recordings.
Out of this have come “intimations of a wholly new
genre which has already produced some rermarkable

works,” according to Jacques Barzun. “Partch is one
of those inspired, stubborn radicals of creative
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thought who never exactly fit in anywhere,” wrote
Peter Yates.

The same critic called Partch’s instruments “about
as portable as a one-man show of totem poles.” The
difficulties that beset presentations of his music are
only occasionally surmounted. Thus, Newsweek spoke
of them as “rare events,” and of the “vast curiosity
and delight of two audiences in the Middle West,”
when his ballet was performed.

Because he demonstrates little affinity for the main
stream of Western music, Partch gives the music re-
viewer, sympathetic or adverse, few familiar land-
marks for verbal orientation. Said Time, “Harry
Partch 1s a composer who has most of his critics com-
pletely flummoxed.” According to one New York
newspaper, “‘when the music was moving, it was so
only in so far as it cursed, groaned, released sounds
of pain,” while another, covering the same program,
called 1t *the season’s most ‘sophisticated’ concert.”
His work has evoked printed descriptions ranging
from “pieces composed i a booby hatch” and “a
potential Pandora’s music box,” to “hypnotic,” and
a “25th century jam session.” A Middle Western
paper spoke of the “capacity audience” at one of the
Partch affairs, and called it “the kind of evening
about which they can talk for days, if they can find

words to describe it.”

Partch believes passionately in an American music
that grows from an awareness of world-wide and
millenniums-old cultures, not limited to either the in-
struments or the musical philosophies of Europe’s
18th and 19th centuries, and he amms all of his own
music toward a synthesis of arts, in a union with
narrative, drama, ballet. He has never been associ-
ated with a music school, either as student or teacher,
and nearly all of his work has been pursued in the
Far West and Middle West, away from the Europe-

oriented Atlantic seaboard.

Reviewers in California were already covering his

programs in the early 1930’s. One, describing his set-
tings of Ii Po and Biblical passages in the Pacific
Coast Musician, declared that “nothing in music was
ever so simple as that which he has composed. It has
the immediate appeal of lyric Irish speech, the charm
of spontaneous Negro music, the power and emotion

of Hebrew chant,” and he predicted that Partch

would be “a bearded angel before he hears even the

first public whisperings of his ideas rising from the
earth.”

But this reviewer, as do most, misjudged the degree
of persistence and dedication in Harry Partch. He
was born in Oakland, California, in 1901. He had
little formal music training jn the remote areas of
the Arizona and New Mexico deserts where he grew
up, but pursued studies on his own n public libraries,
and in small experiments on stringed instruments.
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