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Amateur	California	Prune-Picker	(2010-22)	
	
As	a	long-time	microtonalist,	I’ve	always	wanted	to	write	something	for	
the	Harry	Partch	instruments,	so	I	am	extremely	grateful	to	John	
Schneider	for	offering	me	the	chance.	My	idea	was	to	prove,	or	perhaps	I	
should	say	test,	the	universality	of	Partch’s	ensemble	by	trying	to	write	
in	a	style	that	didn’t	sound	like	Partch.	Accordingly,	I	concentrated	on	
the	microtonal	relationships	among	the	various	harmonies,	and	had	to	
wrestle	with	the	fact	that	not	all	of	his	instruments	had	the	same	
pitches.	After	fifty	years	of	composing,	I	was	made	to	feel	like	a	rank	
amateur	in	this	totally	idiosyncratic	environment,	and	as	Partch	
inveighed	against	his	performers	looking	like	an	“amateur	California	
prune	picker,”	I	thought	I	should	embrace	the	title.	Were	I	to	attempt	a	
second	essay,	I	would	probably	surrender	and	write	“à	la	Harry.”	
	
The	notation	of	the	instruments	is	as	in	Partch’s	Genesis	of	a	Music.	
Exceptions	are	the	adapted	viola,	for	which	cents	deviation	from	equal	
temperament	is	given,	and	the	cloud	chamber	bowls,	for	which	I	notated	
for	the	specific	pitches	available	in	this	ensemble	(which	is	what	Harry	
had	to	do	himself).		
	
9	minutes	
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