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I. Mis-competence

"These are days when no one should rely unduly on his 'competence.' Strength lies in
improvisation. All the decisive blows are struck left-handed."

-Walter Benjamin, "One-Way Street"

Anagging and unpleasant question ['ve felt like the object of since the beginning of the
year is: "why is it unpleasant/painful/wearying to not know whatexactly I'm doing or going to
do?"... because it seems like the idea that (for example) I could make new music in a state of
cluelessness would actually be very appealing and pleasant and free and not stressful, but in my
experience it feels really lousy and anxiety-provoking, and the fact that I feel this way about
"beginningness" is itself pretty dismaying and diminishing...

In general I seem to need a way to 1) get started, 2) keep myself from "overworking" the
resulting material, and 3) develop a habit of sharing it with others and working with others.
"Mis-competence," I think, points to a way to address these needs.

*
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find more meaning in it. So I think that sometimes the best QR'aa
horse may be thelorst horse, and the worst horse can be

the best one. 
t"rz€r/

you study calligraphy you will find that those rvho are

not so clever usually become the best calligraphers Those 4 l-relD
who are very clever with their hancls often encounter great

have reached a certain stage, This also

)

rir:r In the zazen

': - -fcldl POW* tO

; - -{r ,: hle or dis-

- , *il€ 3 3), it is
1-."EnC OneS, gOOd

sr:lr *-iil run slow
s' ",u. :"reiore it sees

s .-- :rJn as well as

its skin; the
:s:ril.': the fOUfth

,s, of its bones.
tir rurth one to

t:ir is rraflt to be
,l.Be, \Yg want

jqs;;;;; understand-
:!ar rvhen you
:$tr of the best
.rr. there is a

ne{n af Zen prac-
'sr{5[ hOrsesr /ou

:::.-jerstanding.
Id:r:s not matter

,iile. When
ir.-J- eink Bud-
I= rrill have
:t:t OIte.

'* r;h the great
,!ffii,:iS* :-i the mOSt
::.*i$t *:lJ hnd the

'*-iro can sit
the true
of Zen.

Zen will

difficulty after
true 1n

the ordinary
ts not the same for each

t,

If

they 1S

art and ln Zen true a

rn life. when we talkIt a

ts So

about Zen we cannot He

sense words. The posfure taken ln TAZen

bad,say good, or He lnIS
a

ts

of the
of US For some may be impossibleit

lt:
l.j

:J

to take the cross-legged posture. But even though you cannot

take the right pottote, when you arouse your real, way-

seeking *iid, io, can practice Zen in its true sense' Ac-

hrally it is easier for those who have difficulties in sitting to

.rorr" the true way-seeking mind than for those who can

sit easily. - F
When we reflect on rvhat are doing in our everyday life,

we are always ashamed of ourselves. One of my students

wrote to me saying, "You sent me a calendar, and I am

trying to follow the good mottoes which aPPear on each

Page.
failed !

means 
(':

succeed

But the year has hardly begun, and already I have

"Shosh aku " Shaku generally /

to

or means ttto

rvith ') or ong

one continuous mistake can also

.':

r{

l,

Zen. A Zen master's
.-rE

of shoshaku iushaku. This means so many Years of one

sinsle-minded effort.
c,
W" sal, "A good father is not a good father"' Do you

understand? Oni who thinks he is a good father is not a

good father; one who thinks he is a good husband is not a

[ood husband.. One u'ho thinks he is one of the worst hus-

f,"ttdt may be a good one if he is always try]ng to be ' qo-d
husband with 

" 
tLgle-hearted effort' If you frnd i! iTPossible

to sit because of to*" pain or some physical difficulry, then

you should sit anyway, using a thick cushion or a chair'

rHE MARRow oF zEN 35

J

*
I
tiI
I
t

i

.t

so many years
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Bruce Russellr/rom "What True Project Has Been Lost?" (excerpts)

Part of the shift in artistic habitus associated with the after-effects of punk I term 'mis-
competence.' My definition of mis-competence is the ability to do something both deliberately
wrongly, and well. Mis-competent inclination - a love of doing things the wrong way.

My improvisational guitar practice was born from expedience, enabled by technology and

driven by mis-competent inclination. Of special importance to this discussion is the issue of
technical support - specifically my reliance on the borderline malfunction of my original guitar
amplifier.

I have been at pains over three decades to perform in a way that undercuts any expectations
about performance, often immobile for long periods, swinging the guitar like a cricket bat,
unplugging and re-plugging equipment in mid-performance, or deliberately misusing my
equipment in questionable ways. [...] In a setting which seems inevitably to call for a musical
performance, I am "making a sound," an activity which I argue is of a completely different order

[My practice] is not a technique of playing - the kind of activity we might describe as
o'goal-oriented" - rather, it is an heuristic, a set of instructions for reaching a goal which remains

unknown until we reach it. [also from the liner notes to Howling and Instability at High Volune
SettingsJ

All of these approaches have served as strategies to deflect the judgement of audiences

towards the broadest context of cultural production, owoyfrom the aesthettc and towards the

social; towards questions such as: 'what is happening to me here, and why'?

The process of performance itself is really not othe only thing going on', and its inherent
questionability is thus foregrounded as the only possible point to the whole exercise.

"1
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Possible theses on mis-competence

That "mis-competence" as a practical creative mode is anarchically viable across the

whole "beginner ) intermediate ) expert" conceptual hierarchy and, as such,
effectively levels (or circularizes, radicalizes, etc) that hierarchy;

that "expertise" in the radical, mis-competently-inclined sense (another word might just
be "facility") opens the way to a relatively well-adjusted (or, bearable) state of ongoing
beginnerhood;

that fear of "getting started" can be overcome by the realization that "beginning" is all
there ever is;

that to sail against the wind of the commodity-expectation (of an "end result") in creative
practice involves kind of stumbling around open-hearted in a way of life that is creatively
centered as much as possible on social relations and relationships, in both theory and
practice.

G:

G=

G=

G=
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and here's your dressing room,

reaches of Mongolia." "We were

then," Russell laughs. "lt uYas

their own urine."
started to take hold on the

records are simply a true reflection of what we actually

sound like. I believe that our recordings are really

good, really clear recordings of a really shitty sound.''

"Let's not underestimate what we do," Yeats avers'

"No one can play the guitar as well as Bruce Russell

plays his guitar or Michael Morley plays his guitar' lt'.s

true! No one alse can fucking do it. You try itl"
"l think of myself as the Jimi Hendrix of no

techniqUo, " Russell beams.

Nowhere is this intanse de-tooling of the guitar

more apparent than on the heroic series of mostly

instrumental albums The Dead C released between

1996 and 2002. lt runs from their final Siltbreeze

recordings, Repent (1996) and Tusk (1997)' to

the first releases on their newly minted Language

Recordings, the double set The Deod C (2000) and

New Etactric Music (2002). They're some of the most

relentless guitar albums ever made, birthed from

the sound of struggle, with three players battling to

overthrow the constraints of technique in search of

an ecstatic communion of flesh and metal," Repent

is a brutal record," Russell agrees. "There were

always large chunks of spew on our records and large

chunks of spew between songs in our sets. Then we

did Rep ent,which is all large chunks of spew' Nothing

else, just the sPow."
"After Siltbreeze went into temporary retirement

we retreated to New Zaalandand we didn't play live

for years, " says Morley. "We went back to working

together, in private, in secret. The self-titled double

CD was the result of years of playing, of listening
Derrro--ocnrdings, of trying to narrow down what it is
experimental scener,-rntrds are all aboutthe sound

always wanted to go and see the Mediterranean. This

is a big fucking thing for mel This is a big deal for The

Dead C going to the South of France and these freaks

wantto hearthis music, bonus, whatever!"
Outside the station, The Dead C pose for one last

photograph. There isn't a cloud in the sky. Just over

Yeats's shoulder I can see Notre Dame de la Garde

Church. "Remind me again how the fuck we got here?"

he taughs. lt's been a long strange trip. tr The Dead

C's Arm ed Couroge and Gate's A Republic 0f Sodness

ln 1994 Russell founded a new

dedicated to documenting

C rock by the likes of Sandoz

, Surface 0f The Earth and

his duo with Alastair Galbraith, A

international jams from Thurston

Attack and Tetuzi AkiYama.

best defines The Dead C's

*it (1993), Clyna Est

double LP fforsh 70s ReolitY

t $e apex of their marriage of feral

l{and collapsing song structures.
i r*entional ly sprawling, 

* MorleY

wlat we're all about," Russell states

rfnsion." "lt definitelY marks a
'te group," Morley continues. "lt
SltUreeze release, it was a double
,obk a bit of work to sustain that kind

sttretic that balances the record.

for about 18 months. I gotthe title
he had said something to me about

V programme, the harsh reality of the

aland, what it was like in the country,
'ally, economicallY. But it's not a
70s at all in the end. lt's aboutthe

moment and

"Thgrg's

always

that
creeping

concern

in

the
back

of
your

mind

that
nothing
is

being

achieved,

slowly"

Michael MorleY, it's abot

:hat mom

Js in time

rat exist,

existen
ats adm

s. Serio,

7As Ret

nts of tl
nnectir
ealand
rr with
'ry Pus

:he int
ou wel

rming.

ssell.
uitar,
rnd tl
.oo, il
ing Seals
rlped define the
s what I would describe as warPed

rk it is one of the most imPortant

;ic labels, up there with ESP-Disk'.
reeze records d id that thing, you

idow Ring, how the hell do You cope

iing? You have to abandon Your
:out what you're going to get and

,';BS Qround zero. We were all making

-i designed. incomprehensible rock
--;it or give away too many reference

: a shitty sound."
- rk your sound was shittY? "Yeah, I

- :".y sound," Russell insists. "But not
'ss, ' Yeats adds helpfully, "like a shit
: I cn about low fidelity recording,

- sseii groans, "But lthink our are out now on Ba Da Bing

/

,
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fr T|dilNY [-NEfril

His aunt was accepted.

How cool is that?

A new desire,

plainer than I can doubt

lightens the cities of the plain.

All is effulgent, sawtooth fronds,

veiled undertones.

Then the question remains: What is it?

+..

rii
.l:

it'

l'l' '

Leaving his shorts behind, he

hastened to rejoin the marchers up ahead-

a peanut pastime, pleats, tucks, and panels,

unreinforced paint thinner.

So turn this off.

17.
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Activity time!

If the middle of this venn diagram represents "what people are made of" or "the human
situation" (whatever that maybe eye-rolling phrase means to you overall), then what are the three
circles? Name them on the blank diagram below. There are no rules.

l) What is something you've dreamt of doing, but (for whatever reason) haven't, the doing of
which might be helped along by a newly mis-competent inclination?

2) What is something you've already done, that might be re-appreciated/reinterpreted in terms of
mis-competent inclination?

Questions:
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More time!

Write the first, truest thing that comes to mind with arainbow crayon. 4A;n/iLL
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II. Improvisation

"My general consciousness is only the theoretical shape of that of which the living shape

is the real community."

-Mam, Economic ond Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844

'6What could be the relation between social action & an improvisational art project which
seeks to embody time and not expropiateit?"

-Bruce Russell, "What True Project Has Been Lost?"

"Some people pass things down to posterity, by making them untouchable and thus

conserving them; others pass on situations,by making them practicable and thus liquidating
them. The latter are called the destructive."

-Walter Benjamin, "The Destrrctive Character"

*

*

*

"Renounce and enjoy."

r
t;
$
T

x

-Isha Upanishad
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Bruce Russell, again from 65What True Project Has Been Lost?"

[Improvised sound work] produces no intellectual property that may be alienated from
the person of the improviser. Its value lies in its foregrounding of everything entailed in the
struggle 'to enact the origination of the artwork.'

"Free improvisation is not the embodiment of freedom but a search for it in the here and
now of the work's becoming" (Peters, The Phtlosophy of Improvtsation, p.72). And as anyone
who has ever lost their car keys knows, there is no experience of time to compare with that spent
looking for something.

What is the experience of this act and its implications for the artist who engages in'a
working witlout a work; indeed [one that] might be considered a working to avoid works'?

It is a process or a journey towards a goal that is never reached because it does not exist.
It is 'all beginnings'. In this way it becomes a comparatively 'pure means' with which to
simultaneously highlight and critique the role of time within the work and also as the measure of
value in spectacular society.

Value, the form of wealth in capitalism, is not a social relation; it is a form of abstract
domination which appears to us as 'objective.' Art, for me, has worth when it points to social
relations not mediated by such wealth; and the more explicitly it does that, the better.

My solution to the problem of addressing social relationships fin art practice] was to
make them the guiding principle of the work: by framing it as apotlatch.*

The potlatch is a technique for focusing attention on what is often seen as peripheral to
'the work.' It places the relations of mutual recognition at the centre of the project. These are the
relations which support the free exchange of time that surrounds the making of the work, and
which in turn sustain the individuals.

The audience must be given every chance to 'look under the hood.' [...] The goal is 'to
create a certain play in the machine through a statification of different and interfering kinds of
functioning' @e Certeau,The Practice of Everydqt Life).The goal is to stengthen the
autonomous zone within the field of practice by inspiring an ongoing collaborative potlatch---a
woy to symboltcally liquidate the most valuable of commodities: time.
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*Potlatch is the gift-giving feast practiced by Indigenous peoples of the pacific
Norttrwest Coast of Canada and the United States, among whom it is'traditionally the primary
governmental institution, legislative body, and economic system. This includes the Heiltsuk,
Haidq Nuxalh Tlingit, Makah, Tsimshian, Nuu-chah-nulth, Kwakwawa,\ilakw, and Coast Salish
culfires. Potlatches are also a common feature ofthe peoples ofthe Interior and of
the Subarctic adjoining the Northwest Coast, although mostly without the elaborate ritual and
gift-giving economy of the coastal peoples.

A potlatch involves giving away or destroying wealth or valuable items in order to
demonstate a leader's wealth and power. Potlatches are also focused on the reaffrmation of
family, clan, and international connections, and the human connection with the supernatural
world. Potlatch also serves as a strict resource management regime, where coastal peoples
discuss, negotiate, and affirm rights to and uses of specific territories and resourcei. poflatches
often involve music, dancing, singing, storytelling, making speeches, and oftenjoking and
games. The honouring of the supernatural and the recitation of oral histories are a central part of
many poflatches.
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CREATING AN ENLIGHTENED SOCIETY

extrem"ly selftsh. We want to build our own little nests, our own
c(rcoonS, so that we can live by ourselves in a secure \uay.

But we can be much more brave than that. We rnust try to
think beyond our homes, beyond the fire burning in the ftre-
place, beyond sending our children to school or getting to work
in ttre morning. We must try to think how we ean help this
world. If we dont help, nobody will. It is our turn to h"ip the
world. At the same time, helping others does not mean abandon-
ing our individual lives. You don't have to rush out to become
the mayor of your city or the president of the United States in
order to help others, but you can begin with your relatives and
friends and the people around you. In fact, you can start with
yourself, is to realize that are never off
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help.

You can never just relzur, because whole

While everyone has a responsibility to help the world, w€ ean
create additiond chaos if we try to impose our ideas or our help
upon others. Many people have theories about what the world
needs. Some people think that the world needs communism;
some people think that the world needs dernocracy; some people
think that technology will save the world; some people think that
technology will destroy the world. The Sharnbhala teachings are
not based on converting the world to another theory. The prem-
ise of Shambhala vision is that, in order to establish an €r-
lightened society for others, we need to discover what inher-
ently we have to offer the world. So, to begin with, we should
make an effort to examine our own experience, in order to see
what it contains that is of value in helping ourselves and others to
uplift their existence.

If we are willing to take an unbiased look, we will find that, in
spite of all our problems and confusion, all our emotional and
psychological ups and downs, there is something basically good
about our existence as hurnan beings. Unless we can discover
that ground of goodness in our own lives, we cannot hope to
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TAKE-HOMEACTIVITIES (suggested: trade your progress/results with someone you met at
this workshop, or through another personal network, to take it from the aesthetic to the social)

1) In the space below, succeed at something:

2) In the space below, fail at something

3) In the space below, fail at the same thing differently:

4) In the space below,fail successfully at something else, or at the same thing, guided or inspired
by the way(s) that you failed above:
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Yet they lack the skill
to listen or to speak.

Whoever cannot seek

the unforeseen sees nothing
for the known way

is an irnpasse.

8

Men dig tons of eanh

to find an ounce of gold.

9

See note.
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Poem for Bruce RusseII

In the space below,
In the space above,
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