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MUSIC

BY KYLE GANN

I attended “Musical Intersections: Toronto
2000,” the millennial mega-musicology confer-
ence in that city a few weeks ago. Less exciting

high point came when I glanced at a publisher’s
display copies and saw the title Barstow.
As many of you know, Barstow is arguably
Harry Partch’s most perfect small-scale work,
a delightful setting of eight hitchhiker transcrip-
tions that Partch found on a highway railing
~while thumbing through Barstow, California.
The inner workings of Partch’s misic remain
obscure even to aficionados because his nota-
tion, a homemade tablature for instruments he
‘invented himself, is idiosyncratic and some-

{ times indecipherable unless you've played the

instruments: But here on the shelf was Barstow
in a readable transcription, the first published
- transcription of a Partch work—lovingly, ex-
haustively, and insightfully annotated by Partch
scholar Richard Kassel. '

That doesn’t mean that the average piano
jockey could pick up Barstow—available in the
Music of the U.S.A. series from A-R Editions—
and sight-read it. Partch used 43 pitches to the
octave, of course, and Kassel transcribed the
work into an efficient notation that Partch
never used himself, but that was invented by
Partch’s protégé Ben Johnston: That notation
uses little “7”s to lower pitches 49 cents (al-
most a quarter-tone) for the 7th harmonic in
the overtone series, up and down arrows to
adjust for the 11th harmonic, and so on. Even
without knowing that, though, you can get a
much better approximate idea of-the pitches
than from Partch’s manuscript, a copy of
which is, however, included for comparison.
(Peter Garland had published the ms. in his
Soundings journal in 1972.)

As musicological events go, this one is po-
tentially earthshaking for Partch scholarship
and for the study of alternative tunings in gen-
eral. Since Partch’s death in 1974, his music
has become something of a cottage industry,
closely guarded by the performers who worked
with him. Kassel's achievement allows any in-
terested musician to bypass the- cult’s priests

get a better grasp than we’ve had of what his
compositional concerns were. While we also
desperately need Partch’s magnum opus, Delu-

than skinny-dipping, I'll readily admit, but a big"

and go straight to Partch’s musical thinking, to -

Richard Kassel Opens an Avenue to Harry Partch's Brain
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sion of the Fury, in some commercially avail-
able edition, Barstow is a good starting point,
with its found vernacular texts ranging from
“Jesus is god in the flesh” (“Hey, hey, hey!”
Partch editorializes) to “Go to 530 East Lemon
Avenue in Mortrovia, California, for an easy
handout.” Barstow occupied Partch for 28
years: He revised it six times after its original
version of 1941; and it is the last, 1968 ver-
sion—easily the liveliest and most developed—
that Kassel transcribes.

So now we can see on the page that what
sound like muddy blurs on the recording are
actually 16th-note runs up and down the 43-

‘tone scale on the Chromolodeon (Partch’s re-

tuned reed organ). Most helpful is the transcrip-
tion of the part for Surrogate Kithara, a
struck-string, harplike instrument whose tun-
ing is difficult to decipher from the instructions
in Partch’s book Genesis of a Music. And Kas-
sel is scrupulous on details: commenting in a
footnote, for instance, that ip the classic 1968
Columbia recording (still not out on CD, and we

‘need it) Partch substltuted You asshole for the

word Etcetera.

In fact, Kassel's 79-page annotation, offer-
ing a thorough tour of Partch’s compositional
thinking, is worth the price by itself. He charts
an overall harmonic analysis, showing how
Partch unified the piece by framing inner sec-
tions in the keys of E and G with passages in “A-
flat minus” (a Johnston term); he draws atten-
tion to Partch’s occasional and evocative
instances of pure-tuned dissonance; and he
pinpoints examples of “Tonality Flux” {Partch’s
term), a technique whereby Partch would slide
quietly between close-pitched but harmonically
unrelated chords. Pointing out how much
Partch would have hated to see his work car-
ried on by “a coterie of squabbling disciples,”
Kassel pleads for a Partchian pragmatism and
tolerance in the dissemination of Partch’s mu-
sic, though with a politeness, I think, that
shouldn’t provoke the Partch purists.

. In short, Kassel stays so close to both the
spirit and letter of Partch’s music that he pro-
duces something of an editorial miracle: a schol-
arly edition that even the irascibly anti-academic
Partch would have a hard time objecting to.

A-R Editions, 801 Deming Way, Madison,
Wisconsin 53717
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BIRNBAUM from page 110

Los Suspiros del Ojinaga perform a listless im-
itation in an empty cantina; the scene dissolves
'to Acosta’s hilltop grave in Tecolote, his initials
spelled out on the headstone in machine-gun
cartridges.

“ElZorro” claims that Acosta guarded the
border on orders from Uncle Sam, and he
hunted down terrorists.” The “Corrido de Pablo
Acosta” is more down-to-earth, noting the date
of Acosta’s death and that he “helped the poor.”
But again, Los Palomares del Bravo’s version
on the Devil’s Swing CD pales beside a com-
mercial take by Los Jinetes Del Bravo. The al-
bum’s toughest track, Los Jilgueros del Arroyo’s
“La Muerte de Fermin Arévalo,” was licensed
from San Antonio’s hit-oriented Joey Records.

The Devil’s Swing might not rock, but it does
provide a unique musical chronicle of one bat-
tlefront in the War on Drugs. Amid the rumors

'| (Acosta never piloted a Cessna over Arizona and

denied knowing about terrorists) is such solid
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history as “When Pablo Acosta fell’/Amado Car-
rillo took over the reins/to put the finishing
touches/on the empire that Pablo had built up.”

Acosta may have been the last old-school
border czar, a self-made man born on the bank
of the Rio Grande who pever forgot his hard-
scrabble roots. Mimi Wehb-Miller remembers
him as a tender lover with a keen sense of jus-
tice and a passion for education. When he died,
a more ruthless breed of traffickers moved in,
and the drug trade mushroomed..

In the end, neither the corridos’ romantlc
mythology nor Poppa’s police-blotter account
captures the whole story, a convoluted tale of
corruption and conspiracy stretching from

- the office of Mexico’s president to George W.

Bush's West Texas backyard. Today, Ojinaga is
still a hotbed of smuggling, where contra-
bandistas are celebrated with accordions,
guitars, saxophones, drums, and bajo sextos.
And that may prove to be the drug war’s most
lasting legacy. W



