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• 
 
"Nonfiction Notes: Jazzin' It Up." Publishers Weekly (March 13, 2000): 76. 
 
After more than 20 years of immersion in the New York music-making scene, the ingenious 
experimentalist John Zorn invites readers in. A champion of stripping away the packaging to get 
to the artistic soul, Zorn has long lured musicians together for on-stage improvs, but 
in Arcana he leads them on an exploration with words. Thirty musicians (including composer 
Mike Patton, better known for his recordings with Faith No More and Mr. Bungle) ponder the 
deeper meaning of music and reveal the depths of the musician's inner mind in challenging 
manifestos, uninhibited interviews and raw essays. A compelling read for musicians, 
composers, theorists, and listeners—and a necessity for critics. 
 
Toop, David. "Off the Record." Book Forum (Summer 2000): 12. 
 
Speaking with my musician's hat on, I can think of quite a few occasions when the only 
appropriate response to some bonehead critic's evaluation of my (or somebody else's) music 
was a swift punch in the nose. The trouble is, aside from not belonging to a fight club, I'm a 
critic myself. Wearing my critical chapeau, I am engulfed in a tide of despair and lassitude at the 
memory of having endured hours of tedious blather delivered by self-important, frankly dumb 
musicians. 
 
However, there are musicians out there who are far from dumb, though naturally they're the 
ones who rarely get to speak their minds in print. John Zorn's relationship with the press over 
the years has been troubled enough to compel him to hit back with this collection of essays, 
notes, and personal diaries written by musicians of contemporary importance. 
 
In his introduction, Zorn is candid about the challenges of such a project. "For the most part 
musicians do not like to write about their work," he admits. "And perhaps the artists 
themselves are not always the best people to do so, since they have chosen a largely nonverbal 
medium in which to work." The truth of this statement is evident from some of the 
contributions that follow, though there are plenty of professional music writers who seemingly 



hail from nonverbal media themselves. 
 
Forget about turgid, self-conscious theorizing. I want the personal thoughts of musicians on the 
experiences that have motivated and changed them. Oh, and the acknowledgement that 
money is a pretty nice thing to have from time to time. A true rarity in the field, Arcana delivers 
these thoughts, for once unmediated by the intrusions of boneheads. 
 
The contributions that sparkle include Peter Garland's painfully earnest account of pub crawls 
in the Australian outback; Gerry Hemingway's diary of a life devoted to sound and pulsation; 
Louis V. Vierk's revelations of what's ahead if you're a Chicago-born German-American 
embarking on a serious study of Japanese Gaguku court music; and the wickedly dry wit of 
Marc Ribot psychoanalyzing his own addiction to amplifier distortion. "To struggle with the 
decay and death of notes (in music, things decay before they die) is one thing," Ribot writes. 
"To try and actually win seems somehow wrong: a Faustian error. Hence the Marshall stack." 
 
If this was written by some cultural studies bore you'd have a footnote explaining the meaning 
of "Marshall stack," but frankly, if you don't know what a Marshall stack is then you're in the 
wrong ballroom. The most appealing element of this haphazard collection is the sense that 
music doesn't exist as a cultural object isolated from life. I like the musical notes and 
abbreviated 'scores' of Fred Frith, Ikue Mori, and Zorn himself. Such discursive jottings are 
central to the process through which music is shaped by artists whose notion of structure 
combines improvisation, composition, recording, and performance. "If you are musicians, play!" 
a border guard at the Czech-Hungarian frontier told Frith and Skeleton Crew. This is the kind of 
incident that can generate a paralyzing ontological crisis in the sensitive experimental musician. 
 
Note: We've reached the low point in my review where I have to resort to the term 
"experimental." As Zorn points out, correctly in my opinion, this kind of word is "used to 
commodify and commercialize an artist's complex personal vision." One of the biggest 
challenges a critic faces is the circumvention of such stupidly useful buzzwords. The diversity on 
show here emphasizes just how different musicians can be in their politics, in the way they 
make their work, in the lives they lead. Despite those radical differences, they collaborate, 
forge mutual understandings, and create finished music that reveals the unknown 
consequences of combined difference. 
 
The nature of that "complex personal vision" comes across strongly in koto player Miya 
Masaoka's "Notes from a Trans-Cultural Diary." She moves with fluid grace through a series of 
beautifully expressed observations on technology, instrumental technique, sound and silence, 
composition, childhood memories, movement and conducting, travel impressions, Japanese 
music history, cultural mobility, and the politics of colonialism.  The structure of her prose is as 
musical as her music, and writers who think they know how to talk about sound could learn a 
lot from her. Any critic who can take a punch will get up off the floor a better person. 
 
David Toop's next recording, Needle in the Groove (a spoken word/ music collaboration with 
novelist Jeff Noon), is forthcoming from Sulphur in May 2000. 



 
 


