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CHAPTER FIVE

John Zorn and the Postmodern Condition
¥

ELLIE M. HISAMA

To study music for which we have great affection is how we music theorists
tend to occupy our professional lives, spending months or years with a
body of musical works or with a single picce of music in order to describe
its propertics and to ponder why it has the power to move us.! But what of
music that we don’t care for, what of music that we find dull, inept, or
downright repulsive? What of music that we understand to negate, de-
value, and disrespect who we are?

To address these questions, I shall explore the music of the saxophonist
and composer John Zorn as it engages me in three overlapping ways—as a
woman, as an Asian-American (specificdlly as a North American of Japa-
nesc descent), and as a theorist. I shall focus on Zorn’s compositions that
represent Asians or Asian women in their music, texts, and accompanying
visual images for two reasons: to add a critical voice to the largely adulatory
conversation about Zorn as a postmodernist composer, and to proposc a
larger project of socially informed analysis of postmodern music.? By ex-
amining one of his instrumental works, “Osaka Bondage,” I hope to show
how such music significs in the absence of a text, attending to how we can
interpret its social and cultural meanings with regard to race, gender, and
sexuality. My reading of Zorn’s work thus participates in the particular
form of Asian-American cultural studies thar Colleen Lye describes as a
“contestatory project,” which she regards as parallel to feminist work and
as an intervention into the larger theoretical and social formation called
postmodern.3

Born in 1953 and raised in Queens, New York, John Zorn is a mostly self-
taught musician. He attended Webster University in St. Louis for a year
and a half and started playing the saxophone relatively late, ar age twenry.*

His 1986 album The Big Gundown, an arrangement of film music by the
Italian composer Ennio Morricone, proved to be his big breakthrough,
His career is thriving: recently identified in the New York Times as one of
New York’s “most distinguished composers,” he tours internationally; his
performances are routinely reviewed in major newspapers such as the Ny
York Times, Chicago Sun-Times, Los Angeles Times, Montreal’s Gazette, and
London’s The Independent; he has received commissions from a number of
influential musical organizations including the New York Philharmonic,
the Brooklyn Philharmonic, and the Kronos Quartet; and his work ig re-
ceiving serious attention in the academy.®

Presenting a mélange of jazz, rock, thrash, classical, modernist, down-
town, and cartoon music, Zorn’s work has been upheld as an exemplar of
postmodernism in its reliance upon clements of popular and mass culture,
its juxtaposition of clements from different musical genres, and its usc of
pastiche and collage, all sprinkled with a good dose of playful irony. Tt can
be understood to embody in sound what Jean-Frangois Lyotard has
termed “the postmodern condition,” or an “incredulity toward metanarra-
tives” in which previous “game rules” for science, literature, and the arts are
altered, or to assume what John McGowan has characterized as an “ambiv-
alence about wholes.” 7 Drawing upon Marjorie Perloff’s work, we can
identify Zorn’s music as postmodern through its “appropriationof . .. gen-
res, both high and popular, by its longing for a both/and siruation rather
than one of cither/or.”8

Zorn has said that he considers himself a classical artist rather than a
rock or jazz musician.? He cheerfully acknowledges what he identifies as
“plagiarism” in his work methods:

You could call it stealing, you could call it quoting, you could call ita lot of different
things. Basically, i’s like I'd hear a sound clement in a Barték section and I'd say,
“That sounds neat,” so I’d take that section out of the score and transcribe it into
my own notation. . .. Then I’d hear an Elliotr Carter theme that I thought was ncat,
so I’d take that out of the score and put it someplace clse. And then I'd have my
transitions and . . . Do you know what I mean? I'd hear a sound; I’d copy it. That'’s
still pretty much the way I work now.1¢

When asked about his musical influences, Zorn cites Stravinsky, Ives, and
television:

The biggest influences I had were Stravinsky, who worked in block form; Ives, who
also was interested in weird juxtapositions and discontinuity in a certain way’ and

what came off the tube. As a baby [ was watching—to keep me quict my mother
used to put me in a basket in front of the tube, 11

Zorn based his 1992 work Elegy'? upon Boulez’s celebrated Le martean
sans maitre, calling it one of his “favorite picces of all time.”!3
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I used the score the way Schoenberg would use a 12-tone row or a serial box. .. . 1
used it as a point of departure. Sometimes [ would reverse pitch sequences; some-
times I would usc every other pitch from the viola part and give it to the flute;
sometimes I would take thythm from onc instrument and pitches from another and
put them together. . . . [A]ll done intuitively, using my car for what I wanted to
hear. But intelicctually using another person’s composition, another person’s pitch-
sct world, the sound of that particular pitch f)rglm)ization, as the clements of the
picce Pm working on. It helps gives a picce unity. 4

He substitutes bass flute for Boulez’s alto flute, electric guitar for acoustic
guitar, a turntable player and a sampler player for two of the percussionists,
and adds a vocalist who interjects an occasional scream.

My first encounter with Zorn’s music occurred in the 1980s in New York
City, where I would stop by two downtown performance spaces, the Knit-
ting Factory and the Performing Garage, to hear Zorn soloing on alto sax-
ophone, or playing with one of his bands. I was simultancously fascinated
and put off by the deliberately raucous sounds that he emitred, often
emerging from these sets feeling as if [ had spent an hour in a room under a
dentist’s drill. Still, Zorn’s disregard for musical boundaries intrigued me,
and I artended his performances with interest.

With Zorn’s 1987 compact disc Spillane, I first became aware of the sexist
clements that are frequently present in his work.!s The disc’s title track refers
to Mickey Spillane, author of a series of detective novels published in the
1950s featuring a character named Mike Hammer. The work first establishes
Spillane’s world of intrigue with a bloodcurdling scream by the woman who
plays harp in the picce, Carol Emanucl. Like many of Zorn’s compositions,
“Spillane” proceeds in blocks of sound, drawing upon a number of sources
that rush by in a dizzying streak. The dramatic opening is followed by a ner-
vous high hat, a lcisurely one-hand piano tune against a walking bass linc,
and clectric guitar. Sound effects, including a barking dog, sirens, and car
horns, are added to cstablish an urban backdrop. This proceeds to a passage
that Zorn has said evokes Chinatown;!é it employs the instrumental ensem-
ble of a harp playing harmonics, a trombone drone, bass, and guitar, result-
ing in an Orientalist musical representation that Zorn employs in other com-
positions including “Saigon Pickup” and “Chinatown.”

In his essay “Ugly Beauty,” Kevin McNeilly cites “Spillane” as an exam-
ple of Zorn’s “disjunctive form of composition in non sequitur time
blocks.”” McNeilly recognizes that the work “begins with an earth-
shattering scream”® but makes no mention of the fact that it is clearly a

woman screaming. As Susan McClary observes, the woman’s scream at the
opening of “Spillane” implies that an act of violence has occurred; Susan C.
Cook interprets the scream more specifically as “most certainly mean|ing]
she is being murdered or raped.”? It is the sound of female terror that in-
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itiates the narrative of the male protagonist, the rugged detective who
moves through a crime-ridden underworld to surface unscathed at the end
of his escapades. In his review of Spillane, Art Lange offers the interprera-
tion that the Kronos Quartet “alternately assaults and caresses the Japanese
narration of sensual pleasures undercut by an aura of danger,” quickly pass-
ing over the troubling sexual and racial politics of the encounter.?

In a 1905 interview, Edward Strickland asked Zorn whether the “exag-
gerated sexist and violent clements in Spillane put you off, or are you treat-
ing them as camp?™?! Zorn replied:

I'm dealing with it just as part of his world. It part of the sleazy, dirty world the
hard-boiled detective lives in and works in. . . . Tt isn’t anything that particularly

bothers me. This is a dream world that this man has invented. If’s more about sex to
me that it is about sexism.22

Strickland’s query about sexist representation and Zorn’s breezy dis-
missal of such concerns by portraying his picce as sexy rather than as sexist
are pertinent to other of Zorn’s compositions. I have discussed clsewhere
his 1987 composition “Forbidden Fruit” within the context of postcolo-
nial appropriations of “Other” musics, as well as in relation to a phenome-
non that [ term Asiophilia, in which white men pursue East Asian women
as fantastically exoticized, stereotyped objects, models of demure Oriental
deportment.?

Zorn identifies a still from the 1956 film Kururta Kajitsu (The Fruit
That Went Mad) as his inspiration for “Forbidden Fruit,” which he wrote
as a tributc to the late actor Ishihara Yujiro.?* The image shows Ishihara,
Kitahara Mic (Ishihara’s wife), and Tsugawa Masahiko in Kurutra Kajitsu.
The sight of Kitahara, whose bare back and legs shimmer, transfixes both
men shown in the still as well as Zorn, who notes that “Mie is unbelievably
gorgeous in this photo.”2%

Composed for the Kronos Quartet, turntables, and female voice, “For-
bidden Fruit” demonstrates Zorn’s ability to draw upon multiple contrast-
ing musical styles. The vocal portion of the piece consists of a soft female
voice, which sings meaningless syllables and reads a text in Japanese that
describes a sexual encounter (an excerpt appears below).

He is coming. So beautiful
Solcandoitwell
I'm waiting on the beach

Scon Tawake

Thirst and sigh

Dazzling and grow dizzy
Pain. .. shine
Ilick...Ignaw. .. Idevour
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In addition to using a Japanese text and a Japanese voice, the concluding
vocal melody is based upon a pentatonic scale, probably the most widely
circulated musical cliché to signify the exotic Orient; the vocalist’s text
closes with the three softly whispered lines “I lick, I gnaw, I devour.”

If “Forbidden Fruit” steadfastly positions the Asian female under a
male Orienralist gaze, Zorn’s compositions on his more recent CDs in-
cluding Toreure Garden (1901), Leng Teb’e (1992), and Guis of a Virgin
(1991) hold her there with an even tighter grip.2¢ The Elektra/Nonesuch
corporation, with whom Zorn had had a six-record contract, refused to
allow him to use the photographs he had sclected for the covers of his
CDs; rather than select alternate images, Zorn left Nonesuch and turned
to the Japanese labels Avant and Toy’s Factory, which gave him control of
the covers. Torture Garden and Leng Teh’c were both released by Toy’s
Factory, a recording company based in Tokyo. Toy’s Factory balked, how-
ever, at Zorn’s choice of two photographs of dead bodies for the cover of
Guts of a Virgin. In aletter to Zorn, Toshiharu Tai of Toy’s Factory wrote
that “a sensc of morality in . . . Japanese record companies is very strict be-
yond our expectation.”?” Another company, Earache, eventually released
Guts of o Virgin.

The tide of Leng Teh’e, a CD by Zorn’s band Naked City, refers to a
form of execution used in China. “Ling-chy” (also “ling chi”) or “death by
a thousand cuts” is a method of execution by dismemberment. George
Ryley Scott’s history of torture reports that in some instances, the execu-
tioner has a covered basket of knives, each of which is marked with the
name of a body part.28 After selectinf a knife at random, the executioner
cuts off the body part indicated on the knife. In other instances, no basket
is used; a single knife is used to slice, hack, and amputate the victim, piece
by piece.

The liner of Leng Teh’e depicts in a series of four archival photographs
the process of an Asian of indeterminate sex being tortured and mutilated.
One photo shows a group of Chinese men observing the act of dismem-
berment; another shows the victim’s body, with the arms and legs ampu-
tated and chest peeled open, being tied to a stake (see Fig. 5-1).

The cover photo of Leng Teh’e shows the victim gazing blankly skyward,
with blood pouring out of open chest wounds while members of the
crowd peer at the victim. The music of Leng Teh’s consists of a single
thirty-two-minute track, a long, drawn-out essay in guitar distortion,

thundering drums, screaming alto sax, and a howling, grunting, and moan-

ing male vocalist (Yamatsuka Eye) that vividly evokes the horrific acts
shown on the CD cover. The CD package states in Japanese that the record-
ing is dedicated to this form of torture.
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Fig. s-1. Photo of Leng Teh’e

The liner of Naked City’s CD Torture Garden is composed of six black-
and-white stills from a pornographic film that depict Asian women en-
gaged in sadomasochistic acts; in the Japanese pressing of Torture Garden,
aseventh still is imprinted on the CD itself.?? (By “sadomasochistic acts,” I
am referring to sexual activities of domination and submission that are en-
acted within the context of violence.)® The front cover shows a bare-
breasted Japanese woman who is wearing only a garter belt, about to whip
a second Japanese woman who is restrained by a bat held to her neck. The
four images on the back of the liner show nude or partially clothed Japa-
nese women tied up with ropes and chains, bound and gagged, and hung
upside down like trussed hogs, their mouths open in pain. One woman’s
breasts are bound by ropes, and she is suspended facedown above a metal
plate studded with spikes. The inside liner photo shows an elderly couple
gaping through a window at a partially clad woman who is bound and
strung up with ropes and chains. The photo imprinted on the CD itself
shows a woman suspended by a rope that binds her hands and feet to-
gether; another rope is tied around her neck. The only color image in the
CD, a manga (a genre of a Japanese cartoon magazine) drawn by Maruo
Suchiro, depicts a ponyrtailed schoolgirl whose flayed face has been incised
across the forehead to expose her skull; a soldier grasps her shoulders while
he licks the iris of her bulging eyeball (see Fig. 5-2).
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Fig. s-2. Maruo Suchiro, manga from Torture Garden. Used by permission of Seirin-do
Co., Ltd.

Speaking from the position of the object Zorn represents, T find the
presence of the photographs and film stills on these recordings extremely
disturbing and the discourse that valorizes Zorn as outsider and rebel
cqually troubling. Numerous writers have praised Zorn’s clever use of mu-
sical quotations, his ability to draw disparate sources into a single composi-
tion, his nonconformiry, and his “in your face” aesthetic while ignoring the
misogyny and racism of his music in its visual, textual, and sonic manifesta-
tions —some writers have even asserted that Zorn’s music is socially as well
as musically progressive.3! In “Forbidden Fruit,” these three elements con-
tribute to an understanding of the song as a narrative in which an Asian
woman functions as a soft, infantile, exotic object of male sexual desire.
Two of these elements, images and music, can be similarly refated in the ab-
sence of an intelligible text in Torrure Garden.
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"The CD comprises forty-two brief, provocatively titled picces including
“Victims of Torture,” “Perfume of a Critic’s Burning Flesh,” “Sack of
Shit,” and “S & M Sniper.” The shortest track, “FHammerhead,” is as brief
as cight seconds; the longest, “Osaka Bondage,” is one minute and four-
teen seconds. Zorn has said that the film stills of brutalized Asian women
are indeced related to the music itself. When asked in an interview whether
his music or packaging posed a problem for Nonesuch, Zorn replied:

IU’s packaging, completely. But with me, the packaging is essential —that is my art-
work, making records, and T want to give people as many clues as I can. I don’t want
to mystify cverybody; ’m not into making some kind of cult. 'm trying to be as
clear as I can, and when I put the pictures on the covers, it’s really to tune you in to
what’s going on. . . . So my attitude toward Nonesuch was, “If you don’t under-

stand what’s happening with the covers, then you don’t understand what’s happen-
ing with the music, because they’re both coming from the same place.”32

Zorn underscores the centrality of the images in his argument to Toy’s Fac-
tory that they should use the photographs of dead bodies that he chosc for
the cover of Gurs of a Virgin:

For me, my record covers are very important. The cover has got to follow through
with what the music is about. I don’t just make music. I make records. I don’t just
give a tape to a record company + let them package it any way they want so it sells
alor. It has to mean something. The record package is are. . . . This whole thing
with you is getting ridiculons! You want me to explain why these figures are impor-
tant? . .. With a band called “Pain Killer” + an album called “Guts of a Virgin” what
the fuck kind of cover photo do you expece?33

Like most of the tracks on Torture Garden, “Osaka Bondage,” the
twenty-third track, is heavily indebted to a thrash aesthetic, in which the
vocalist screams at the top of his lungs at a manic energy level. Torture Gar-
den is also marked by Zorn’s characteristic writing in sound blocks and jux-
taposing of disparate styles. The sound blocks proceed from screaming to
guitar to sax solo to screaming that evolves into grunting and synthesized
lounge music. Some sound blocks are laid out along a common time metric
grid, most notably the sections of screaming but also the bass onto which is
layered drums and then guitar. Zorn’s saxophone solo, played in his charac-
teristic free improvised style, breaks the metric regularity into chaos; the
last block of screaming, which is not in the regular 4/4 meter, is boxed
between two blocks of the laid-back, casy-listening style of lounge music
that serves as an ironic commentary on the musically transgressive thrash
portions of the work. The interspersing of the screaming with smoother
styles makes the recurrence of the screams less predictable and subse-
quently more disturbing. It also should be noted that Zorn uses a male vo-
calist, Yamatsuka Eye, for the screams. While the male-identified figures
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(the voice and the saxophone) can be heard as having an emotional outlet
and freedom to play and do whatever they want, the women remain mute
and thus uncomplaining about whatever is done to them throughout Tor-
ture Garden. The dismemberment of the sonic body is related to the dis-
memberment of acenal bodies depicted on the CD covers, and can be
linked to the text and the positioning of the female figure in “Forbidden
Fruit.” The use of unintelligible syllables rather than a clear text and the
“Japanesing” of sadomasochism in Torture Garden emerge from Zorn’s
obsessive need 1o associate the unfathomable and alluring Orient with sex
generally, and with sadomasochism (S & M) particularly. Morcover, it is
important to note that Zorn’s depiction of § & M acts would not be cate-
gorized within sociologist Lynn Chancer’s dialectical model, one in which
“each position has the potential for transformation in its opposite. . . . Each
faces the possibility and perpetual risk of turning into the other.”3* That is,
Zorn always places the Asian woman into the subordinate position in these
photos, never himself. Zorn’s attempts to aestheticize torture in his use of
sonic and visual images trivializes the suffering of millions of people for
whom torture neither a postmodern game, nor a choice.38

Drawing upon recent methods developed for studying popular music in
which a recording rather than a score provides the reference point for the
analysis, one could plot the picce using Richard Middleton’s theory of ges-
ture and kinetically oriented modes of analysis (Middleton applies this the-
ory to the music of Bryan Adams and Madonna).3¢ One might also per-
form a spectral analysis of the piece, drawing from Robert Cogan’s
foundational work and from David Brackett’s more recent applications of
spectral analysis to rock, popular song, country music, and the blues.3”
Spectral analysis, which records all sounding physical vibrations present in
a recording, enables an analyst to discuss minute details and nuances of a
particular performance, including timbre, vibrato, and inflection of pitches
through glissandi or bending.

In an analysis of “Osaka Bondage,” one could certainly focus only on
pitch, dynamics, timbre, instrumentation, form, and so on without ever
mentioning how women, Japan, and sexuality figurc into the piece. Zorn
links Torture Garden to Webern’s “miniatures™® and remarks that the
picces are composcd rather than improvised:

Nobody thinks of the music on Torture Garden as being composed, they take it for

granted as if it came down here from outer space. If’s actually a series of composi-
tional etudes— almost every fucking note is written down!39

[W]hen I'was 14, 15 years old. . . . I would use other people’s things and copy them
out, putting different things together from different compositions, because I’d like
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this bar, I'd like that chord. . . . Tt also creates a real interesting game of analysis for
musicologists in the future, a new kind of analysis. I'm using a lot of the techniques
I used from studying Schoenberg, Webern, Berg, and how they manipulated 12
tones, but I'm using those in a completely different way.40

Zorn also notes that the material from “Forbidden Fruit” is derived from
Berg’s Lyric Suire ! Because representations of gender, race, sexuality, and
nation are integral to “Osaka Bondage” and “Forbidden Fruit,” an analysis
of these compositions should account for these social elements, which are
part and parcel of Zorn’s musical world, as well as pitch, timbre, rhythm,
articulation, and other elements of structure.

Of his colleagues and friends who have criticized Torrure Garden, Zorn
has said:
[They’re] coming to me, and . . . [t]hey’re saying, “This is wrong. This is not pro-
gressive. This is Neanderthal. This happened years ago and you should know bet-
ter than this. You shouldn’t be doing this. This shouldn’t be ourt there.” Things are
getting confused. It's a scary time. Nevertheless, 1 feel right now is a real strong
time for me. P'm figuring a lot of shit out, drawing my moral line, and saying,
“Fuck you. I don’t need this. I've got to follow my artistic vision, whether you
think that it’s repulsive or anti-women or anti-Asian or whatever. I have to follow
it through.™*2

Zorn’s refusal to acknowledge the criticism that his work heavily depends
upon cultural appropriation is also evident in his remarks on “Two-Lane
Highway,” the second track of Spillane:

Some of the younger black musicians on the session were upsct and reacted by say-
ing that I was ripping off the blues, that I was a cultural imperialist—this whole ag-
gressive, militant stance that really intimidated me and depressed me. Albert [Col-
lins, who performed on the track] did not feel that way, his managers did not fecl
that way, and I thought I was using my experience of the blues in my own way. |
thought 1 was giving the blues a different strucrural basis. For me structure is
what's it's about. I created a very different structure for Albert to stretch out on.*3

A frequent argument about Zorn’s music is that his brand of postmod-
crn pastiche should be understood as humorous, best regarded as a source
of entertainment. A review of a performance by Zorn in Columbus, Ohio,
notes that “in spite of the menacing labeling [of Toreure Garden), Zorn's
musical model was really Carl Stahling’s [sic] cartoon music. It was just
plain funny.”* Zorn has identified the composer of the sound tracks for
many of the Warner Brothers cartoons of the 1940s, Carl Stalling, as onc of
his greatest musical heroes. Zorn notes that for those of his generation,
“Carroon music was something that we all listened to and that was in our
subconscious.”® Zorn’s influcnce by Stalling is evident in Torture Garden’s
lightning-fast changes between disparate blocks of sounds.

But to claim that Zorn’s music is innocent because of its roots in
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children’s cartoons is to overlook the racism that pervades both the car-
toons and Stalling’s music. Engraved into my memory is the Speedy Gon-
zales character, who speaks in a thick pseudo-Mexican accent and is accom-
panied by Mexican hat dance music; the red-faced bloodthirsty Indians
brandishing tomahawks who emerge on the horizon to the sound of steady
drums and distant chanting; and the image of Bugs Bunny who appcnr's
wearing a “coolie” hat and with his eyes hideously distorted into mere slits
to the sound of Orientalist music, an example of which can be heard in
“Variation of ‘Chinatown My Chinatown,” from the score for the 1942
cartoon Lights Fantastic.*¢ This tune manages to conjure up an invented
Orient in a mere nine seconds by using glissando strings, a xylophone, a
wood block, and a choppy staccato closing.

In the introduction to his collection of interviews with contemporary
composers including Zorn, Edward Strickland mentions some of the many
Americans who have brought music of various cultures into their music,
citing Steve Reich’s incorporation of Ghanaian and Balinese music, George
Crumb’s drawing inspiration from gamelan and Chinese opera, and An-
thony Davis’s usc of Indonesian music. Strickland approvingly describes
such borrowings as a “search for kinship with distant musics,” and notes
that “while the incorporation of planct-wide musical riches into our own
heritage . . . may illustrate to some a kind of musical imperialism, an exploi-
tation of musical resources . . ., [flrom another perspective, imitation, as
opposed to gratuitous borrowing, is the sincerest form of flattery and the
ever growing respect in America for the diversity of world music may re-
flect the maturation of a nation of immjigrants rhat invented itself by de-
claring universal equality.”4?

Strickland’s breezy attitude toward the practice of American appropria-
tion of other cultures (“what’s yours is mine”) is, not surprisingly, one
shared by Zorn. Zorn has spoken of the importance for him of “cross-
cultural” minimalists such as Reich, Philip Glass, Terry Riley, and La
Monte Young, whom he describes as “breaking with the traditions of
close-mindedness . . . [by] talk[ing] openly about ethnic music.™® He has
also portrayed himself as antiracist: his 1989 CD Spy vs. Spy, an arrangement
of the music of Ornette Coleman, includes the slogan “smash racism. ™9
Yet in response to a bicoastal grassroots protest in 1994 of the racist and
sexist clements of Torture Garden, Leng Teh’e, and Guts of a Virgin enacted
by Asian-American, artists’, women’s, and antibias organizations, Zorn ini-
tially maintained a stubborn silence.5¢ After negative press coverage ap-
peared in numerous newspapers and magazines including Asian Week, the
Oakland Tribune, Asian New Yorker, and the Los Angeles Times, and a
pancl discussion about racism and scxism in Zorn’s CDs was broadcast on
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Berkeley’s Pacifica radio station KPFA, Zorn lost sponsorship of a concert
at the Great American Music Hall in San Francisco and a scheduled gig at
New York’s American Muscum of Natural History.3! Ounly after these
events did he issue a statement that the graphic images on his CDs

are not meant as a condemnation of one particular group . . . they have been used
for their transgressive quality, illustrative of those arcas of human experience hid-
den in the gaps between pain + pleasure, life + death, horror + ccstasy. ... They . ...
were never intended to denigrate or insult any particular . . . groups of persons.5?

Zorn’s statement presents a list of binary oppositions in which the terms
are seemingly equal but which are, in fact, imbalanced: the negative term in
cach of his pairs is borne by the Asian woman, who experiences pain,
death, and horror, while Zorn, the American man, enjoys pleasure, life, and
cestasy. Zorn demonstrates a profoundly troubling inability to acknowl-
edge his position of privilege enjoyed as a man, a white person, and a
United States-based artist, or to view what he does from the perspective of
those he represents.

The cultural theorist and filmmaker Trinh T. Minh-ha suggests an evoc-
ative metaphor I would like to apply to the new music-theoretical spaces
that T hope this paper has helped to visualize. She offers the concept of
“the interval,” which the historian John Kuo Wei Tchen describes as the
“space berween two contrasting cultural constructs that designates a third,
often yet to be realized, place that transcends the atrributed polar exclusiv-
ity of being Asian and of being American.”s? Instead of straddling these
two identities, being neither one nor the other, Trinh suggests that it is
possible for Asian-Americans to occupy a cultural identity thac exists in its
own right.

This concept of “the interval” may also prove fruitful in envisioning a
branch of music scholarship that offers close readings of structure while
taking into account its social dimensions, which include how gender, scxu-
ality, race, cthnicity, class, religion, and nation might inform analyses of a
musical work. The task of diversifying our study of music from a music-
theoretical and musicological base requires broadening both the types of
musics we study and the methodologies we use. Within the field of popular
music studies, we would routinely include, alongside the “affection” model
mentioned previously, a “repulsion” model; we would embrace interdisci-
plinarity, drawing upon insights from ethnomusicology, cultural studies,
critical theory, ethnic studies, posteolonial theory, queer theory, and femi-
nist theory; and we would educate the producers and consumers of music
such as Torture Garden as to how persons of color and women regard their
use as currency in a postmodern artistic economy for others’ professional
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and economic gain. By encouraging such diversity in our research, we will
succeed in making space for those in the academy who deem the critical ex-
amination of music like John Zorn’s not just an interesting scholarly pro-
ject, but a matter of personal survival.

In memory of Yoshibiro Hattori

ELLIE M. HISAMA / 84

CHAPTER SIX

Music from the Right

The Politics of Toshiro Mayuzumi’s
Essay for String Orchestra

*

STEVEN NUSS

The late 19508 and early 1960s was a turbulent time for Japan. The end of
World War II had left it a shattered and humiliated nation forced by the vic-
torious Western allies to make radical readjustments at every level of soci-
ety.! While these consistent demands for change were initially met by the
Japanese with compliant resignation if not enthusiasm, they gradually
began to exact a toll on the weary and confused populace, a toll that many
Japanese came to believe was too high to pay. Calls for resistance and defi-
ance by citizens from all socioeconomic levels came to be heard with in-
creasing frequency. Incidents of social unrest became ever more widespread
and violent. Many influential Japanese outside the political establishment,
convinced of the moral poverty of the postwar constitution ostensibly
forced on the Japanese by the United States, fanned the flames of the dis-
content, urging citizens to stem a tide of change that they perceived as a
gradual weakening of national sentiment, of justifiable racial/ethnic pride,
and of cultural uniqueness so carefully developed and nurtured over centu-
ries of Japanese history—a history in which the West had played, for the
most part, only an incidental role.

One of the principal and most dramatic of these social, cultural, and po-
litical discontents was the celebrated Japanese novelist and playwright Yukio
Mishima. During the fifteen years preceding his dramatic 1971 ritual suicide,
Mishima and a devoted circle of intellectual contemporaries and student
disciples were the guiding force behind a movement that focused cn return-
ing Japan to an emperor-centered society and government. According to
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