












together and contains observations of the workshops of the musician Fred 
Frith who truly teaches improvisation and composition at the Music 
Department of Mills College in Oakland since 1999
« When sounds make a show of it
anthropology of musical performance
be the « real » student observing jazz musicians. In the notebooks we find, 
course, notes taken while observing Fred Frith’s workshops.
 

 
Borders between reality and fictional illusion are not so easy to draw. The 
narrator of the novel introduces himself as an anthropologist:
 
« My name is A the anthropologist. In the past anthropologists studied savages 

villages but today it doesn’t exist anymore ( I take my best accent to tell them). 

So, we study original people, artists, you see (I pronounce ârtists

laugh), so my savage is Frank in the Mills College campus.

                                        
9  « Je m’appelle A. l’anthropologue. Avant les anthropologues étudiaient les villages de 

sauvages mais aujourd’hui ça n’existe plus (je prends mon meilleur accent pour leur dire). 
Du coup, on se rabat sur les originaux, les artistes vous voyez ( je prononce ârtists
monde rigole), donc moi mon sauvage c’est Frank sur le campus de Mills College.
Nouveaux Indiens, p.18.

together and contains observations of the workshops of the musician Fred 
Frith who truly teaches improvisation and composition at the Music 
Department of Mills College in Oakland since 1999. The title of the thesis is: 

When sounds make a show of it  : Jazz and improvised music. Steps to an 
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Borders between reality and fictional illusion are not so easy to draw. The 

My name is A the anthropologist. In the past anthropologists studied savages 

villages but today it doesn’t exist anymore ( I take my best accent to tell them). 

: everybody 

Je m’appelle A. l’anthropologue. Avant les anthropologues étudiaient les villages de 
sauvages mais aujourd’hui ça n’existe plus (je prends mon meilleur accent pour leur dire). 

coup, on se rabat sur les originaux, les artistes vous voyez ( je prononce ârtists : tout le 
monde rigole), donc moi mon sauvage c’est Frank sur le campus de Mills College. » 
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A the anthropologist explains his aim in that way : 
 

«  I would like to know how these people manage to tell each others things 

while they’re playing, and so while they can’t talk to each other. What is done 

and who decides for example. »10  
 
So the fictional characters and the real people are not so easily distinguished. 
The fictional regime and the documentary regime mix together to build a 
novel that can be then considered as a heterogeneous document that mixes 
fiction and documentary which, of course, calls into question the status of 
literature. As the sociologist and novelist Edouard Louis says about Bourdieu 
and the status of literature: 
 
« Why do we spontaneously associate the novel with fiction? There is no 
historical or semiotic necessity linking the novel with the fiction. The novel is 
a work of literary construction that can afford to approach the truth. It might 
be necessary to write a "non-fiction novel" or a "scientific novel" »11 (Louis, 
2013). 
 
The ethnological observation of Fred Frith’s workshops is found repeatedly in 
the novel making the reader an observer who observes an anthropologist doing 
his observations (doing his work). 
 
« "Frank Firth, the musician who plays sold out in Tokyo, sits in the circle and 

not in the center. Without instruments, just his voice. For any music score, a 

book of images: photos, tree rings, barbed wires, windows through which light 

passes taken at a railways station.   

 

« Ok, strain exercise, do as the picture, who wants to make the first circle?. 

Clare, ok « Clare blowing her flute, gutter, acne, sneakers, chinese cat size 1: 

15: » put the last notes loop » in my notebook I write stump exercise I 

designed the first flute circle. »12  

                                                 
10  « Je voudrais savoir comment font ces gens pour se dire des choses quand ils jouent, donc 

quand ils ne peuvent pas se parler. Qu’est-ce qu’on fait et qui décide, par 
exemple. »Nouveaux Indiens, p. 58. 

11  « Pourquoi associe-t-on spontanément le roman à la fiction ? Il n’y a aucune nécessité 
historique ou sémiologique qui relierait le roman à la fiction. Le roman est un travail de 
construction littéraire qui  peut justement permettre d’approcher la vérité. Il aurait peut-
être fallu écrire « roman non fictionnel » ou « roman scientifique » » 

12  « Frank Firth, le musicien qui joue sold out à Tokyo, s’assied dans le cercle et pas au 
centre. Sans instrument, juste sa voix. Pour toute partition : un livre d’images : des photos, 
troncs d’arbres tranchés, fils de fer barbelés, verrières à contre-jour prises dans les gares de 
passage.  

 « Ok, exercice de la souche, on fait comme sur la photo, qui veut faire le premier cercle ? 
Clare, ok » Clare souffle dans sa flûte, rigole, acné, baskets de chat pointure chinoise 
1 :15 : « mets les dernières notes en boucle » sur mon carnet j’écris stump exercice je 
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The use of the book of images as a method for learning how to improvise is 
written in the notebook while the ethnologist responds to his observation to 
Fred Frith‘s first workshop 
 
« The day's exercises are always introduced obliquely through a notebook of 

images, an object with an ambiguous status. This notebook contains colored 

photocopies of photos all taken outdoors:

 

a section of wall with the bricks visible a tree stump viewed from above (so 

                                        
dessine le premier cercle de flûte.

f the book of images as a method for learning how to improvise is 
written in the notebook while the ethnologist responds to his observation to 
Fred Frith‘s first workshop  

The day's exercises are always introduced obliquely through a notebook of 

an object with an ambiguous status. This notebook contains colored 

photocopies of photos all taken outdoors: 

a section of wall with the bricks visible a tree stump viewed from above (so 

                                                                                                                        
dessine le premier cercle de flûte. »  Nouveaux Indiens, p.25. 

 

f the book of images as a method for learning how to improvise is 
written in the notebook while the ethnologist responds to his observation to 

The day's exercises are always introduced obliquely through a notebook of 

an object with an ambiguous status. This notebook contains colored 

a section of wall with the bricks visible a tree stump viewed from above (so 
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that the multiple tree rings appear nested. windows through which light passes 

and which cut it into rectangles, and so on.» (p.14)13 
 
The « boot method » of learning how to improvise goes through into thesis 
and into the novel. 
 
« From the meeting of 5 October, F. Frith established a series of trios by 

assigning musicians at random. To do this, he used a curious green boots in 

which he mingled the names of the participants before picking: the 

strangeness of the object and its misuse was a great success. Each trio was 

also charged with making a written description of the progress of its 

collaboration.  

 

The draw was also an incidental opportunity to learn about the artistic 

process of F. Frith. Once trios formed, he said in effect about the boot, « an 

everyday object that becomes a magical object: it is a metaphor for my 

work. » This brief remark also illuminates the use of photographs and copies 

of seemingly mundane things and landscapes  (...) and is very representative of 

how the observation of the pedagogical framework allowed me to better 

understand my investigation about musicians as creators. »14 
 
The passage of the thesis that echoes this excerpt from the novel where we 
find the boot, this everyday object that is magic, is: 
 
« It was a sort of green boot woven with red floral patterns, the kind of boot 

for which Jimi Hendrix might have been willing to pay expensively. 

- Ok, so we'll also make small elections. Today, we must go home knowing 

exactly who will play with who in that concert season. You know you were 

                                                 
13  « Les exercices du jour sont tous introduits par le biais d’un cahier d’images, objet au 

statut ambigu. Ce cahier contient des photocopies en couleur de photos prises 
essentiellement à l’extérieur : un pan de mur dont les briques sont apparentes, une souche 
prise du dessus (de telle sorte que les multiples couches de l’écorce sont perçues comme 
l’emboîtement), des verrières à travers lesquelles passe la lumière, et qui la découpent en 
rectangles, etc… » Notebook p.14 

14  Dès la séance du 5 octobre, Fred Frith établit une série de trios en confiant au hasard le 
choix des collaborateurs. Pour ce faire, il utilisa une curieuse bottine verte où se 
mélangèrent les noms des participants avant le tirage au sort : la bizarrerie de l’objet et son 
usage détourné rencontrèrent un franc succès. Chaque trio fut en outre chargé de formuler 
par écrit un descriptif du déroulement de la collaboration. 

 Ce tirage au sort fut aussi une occasion incidente d’en apprendre davantage sur la 
démarche artistique de F. Frith. Une fois les trios formés, il déclara en effet à propos de la 
bottine : « un objet quotidien qui devient un objet magique : c’est une métaphore de mon 
travail. » Cette brève remarque, qui éclaire d’ailleurs l’utilisation des photographies 
reproduisant choses et paysages (…) est très représentative de la manière dont 
l’observation du cadre pédagogique me permit de mieux cerner les musiciens de mon 
enquête en tant que créateurs. » Thèse p. 301-302. 
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asked to play as a trio or quartet before the orchestra itself. »15 
 
So, the novel can be seen as a document, a curveball of ethnological 
observation. With A the anthropologist, the reader leads a field investigation in 
ethnomusicology (a documentary regime) and also conducting in the same 
time a police investigation into the disappearance of a student (a fictional 
regime which includes the conventions of the detective novel). The reader of 
the novel follows the observations and methodological paths of A the 
anthropologist. So, a form of heterogeneous knowledge (Roux, 2011) 
circulates from the notebook through the thesis and into the novel. 
 
Toward Aesthetics of the Document  

 
Knowledge circulating in artistic forms questions that cross documentary 
fields: how to play together, to live together, questioning the hierarchy and the 
need for a leader in musical training but also in society, can we communicate 
without the traditional language? Aesthetic issues and political issues are 
intertwined in various Jocelyn Bonnerave’s productions. If traditional borders 
between documentary and fictional forms are insufficient to define what a 
document is, many artistic mediations devices contribute to the constituting of 
documentary objects. 
 
Videos allow to the fixing of artistic experiences as recorded performances, 
based on the novel, which took place in museums, in media library. Such 
videos are material resources that question the nature of the document. The 
performance (the artistic and ephemeral nature of the performance at one point 
in time) seems to be in opposition with the definition of a document and yet a 
performance can become a document. 
 
In libraries, performing art (voicing and set to music) is another way to 
promote reading or a way for users of the site to perceive reading. The act of 
reading becomes a live performance. The novelist turns into a performer. 
Excerpts from the novel are set to music and spoken to allow the literary text 
to be seen and heard. Jocelyn Bonnerave created artistic performances from 
the novel and in this way questions the status of performance as an aesthetic 
document. The literary production and the collections of the museum are 
linked by providing an artistic performance. It is to combine the aesthetic of 
the novel and that of the museum's collection. 
 

                                                 
15 « C’était une manière de bottine verte tissée de motifs floraux rouges, le genre de 

chaussure que Jimi Hendrix aurait été sans doute prêt à payer très cher. 
 -Ok, nous aussi nous allons faire de petites élections. Aujourd’hui il faut qu’on reparte en 

sachant exactement qui jouera avec qui au concert de fin d’année. Vous savez qu’on vous 
demande de jouer en trio ou en quatuor avant la pièce d’orchestre elle-même. » Nouveaux 

Indiens, p.127 
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Performance may merge with a museum visit by stopping in front of selected 
museum objects in order to evaluate them in value. It is interesting to note that 
the relationship between the museum collection and the performance is often 
ethnographic as it was in Paris at the Maison Rouge (a private foundation 
www.lamaisonrouge.org) where the performance called "New Indians 3D" 
allowed a visit to the « All Cannibals » exhibition of contemporary art. 
Cannibalism at the heart of the novel allowed a link with the theme of the 
exhibition.  
 
Jocelyn Bonnerave also produced a « Radio drama » broadcast live on France 
Culture (and also available in podcast) as part of a radio show « Workshop 
Fiction ». Actors from the Theatre of Strasbourg and jazz musicians play live a 
series of excerpts from the novel.  
 
So we can analyse Jocelyn Bonnerave as having multiple personas (academic, 
novelist, dramatist, performance artist) who makes circulate multi-faceted 
objects that contain a kind of knowledge with ambiguous status. As Latour and 
Woolgar write: 
 
« Nor is there any difference in the sources of credibility upon which they and 
we can draw on so as to force people to drop modalities from proposal 
statements » (Latour and Woolgar, 1986) 
 
Our study, which is part of a broader perspective on the document as a 
semiotic mediation attempted to show the complexity of these objects and to 
their uncertain status (Roux, 2012). So, a document can be regarded as an 
element of "triviality" defined by Yves Jeanneret (2008) as a descriptive 
category to understand culture as "the fact that objects and representations do 
not remain closed on themselves but circulate and move between the hands 
and minds of men"16. A document remains a project founded by the 
articulation between its virtual nature and its actualization inside a specific 
communicational process (Courbières, 2008, 2012).  If a document is still a 
construction of reality, the concept of border allows us here to observe the 
metamorphosis of all those objects which oscillate between an informational 
value and an aesthetic value in function of interpretative courses realized.   
 
The multiplicity of the document is like a rhizome (Deleuze and Guattari, 
1987) without its latest production. A new node is always added and modifies 
the apparent organization of the whole. As noted by Deleuze and Guattari, the 
rhizome is "very different from the tree or root which plots a point, fixes an 
order."(Deleuze and Guattari, 1987: 7). Indeed it is not a question of 
prioritization or measuring the level of knowledge they contain, but simply to 

                                                 
16 « le fait que les objets et les représentations ne restent pas fermés sur eux-mêmes mais 

circulent et passent entre les mains et les esprits des hommes. » 
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note that knowledge flows in this network of rhizomorph documents. « A 
rhizome has no beginning or end; it is always in the middle, between things, 
intermezzo. The tree is filiation, but the rhizome is alliance. » (Deleuze and 
Guattari, 1987: 25). The metaphor of the rhizome is presented as an alternative 
to the continuum model. 
 
Corpus 
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