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Musical Innovation
Leaves Many ‘Wordless’

By MICHAEL J. POLLACK
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

Last month, the Good-Faith Shep-
herd Church on West 66th Street in
Lincoln Center played host to a di-
verse group of musical talents.

The inaugural concert of The Word-
less Music Series boasted two mem-
bers of the indie rock band Wilco in
percussionist Glenn Kotche and gui-
tarist Nels Cline, who joined pianist
Jenny Lin and guitarist Elliott Sharp
in an evening that sought to bridge the
gap in non-musical minds between
classical, electronic and free jazz
movements.

While the church, built in 1893,
offered a hallowed ground on which
to perform, there was no matter of
pretense in the air. Most onlookers
looked to be more comfortable sip-
ping chai in beatnik coffee bars and
debating the merits of Proust, but
melded nicely with the surroundings
and the very lax manner in which the
performers carried themselves.

The organizer introduced the hap-
penings and said the event sought to
redefine “what is
chamber music”
and see if the mean-
ing, broad in nature,
could accurately de-
scribe four elite mu-
sicians improvising
piano, laptop, gui-
tar and percussion
in a small, intimate
space.

The evening be-
gan with the newest
Wilco member,
Nels Cline, who, at
50, has extensive ex-
perience. He has
performed free jazz
and dabbled in rock
music with the Nels
Cline Trio, which
f e a t u r e d
( M i n u t e m e n ’s )
Mike Watt and (Sonic Youth’s)
Thurston Moore. Cline improvised
his set, using all manner of toys (ef-
fects pedals) – from “hot cake over-
drive” to “rat distortion” and a veri-
table “science project” of a digital
delay, Kaos pad, “Holy Grail reverb”
and a glitch computer.

Instead of his usual virtuosic per-
formances in the more straightfor-
ward Wilco sets, Cline cranked up the
overdrive and was able to convert
blips and breaks and derive meaning
and melody from bottlenecks and egg
whisks.

In a sense, by taping himself and
looping certain sections with the other
improvised beats, he became a one-
man orchestra, fuzzing a riff or two,
taping it, regurgitating it, twitching it
on the computer to the point where it
sounded like elements blowing up.

Using the church acoustics to his
advantage, he would bring the guitar
up to his mouth and using some sort
of resonator (who knows?) seemed to
blow or breathe life into the instru-
ment, which reverberated back into
the church’s concavities and deflected
back, filling every angle with what
only can be described as a sermonic
bellow of “ooooooooooooh.”

Jenny Lin was outstanding on pi-
ano, with the audience giving rapt
attention to her renditions of
Shostakovich’s “Prelude & Fugue.”
Shostakovich, half a century ago, was
commissioned by Stalin as a cultural
ambassador for a music festival in
Leipzig, Germany to mark the 200th
anniversary of Bach’s passing.

Shostakovich sat on the panel of
judges for piano competition and
marveled at the work of then-26-year-
old Tatiana Nikoaeva from Moscow.

When Shostakovich returned to
Moscow, he composed a cycle of
preludes and fugues honoring Bach
and eventually dedicated to the young
Nikolaeva, albeit in a very subversive

One Popcorn, Poor • Two Popcorns, Fair • Three Popcorns, Good • Four Popcorns, Excellent

POPCORN
™

By MICHAEL S. GOLDBERGER
2 popcorns

Vicarious revenge against practi-
cally every human slight is the prom-
ise if you enroll in director Todd
Phillips’s School for Scoundrels. It
almost makes good on the vow.

Loosely based on a 1960 British
film whose title continues, “or How
to Win Without Actually Cheating,”
its first semester is full of potential.
We are introduced to bona fide loser,
Roger (Jon Heder). And if they can
show us how this sad sack might
extricate himself from the pessimis-
tic muck in which he is so sorrow-
fully mired, well, this we gotta see.

Roger gives the term underdog a
bad name. Put upon, pushed, spindled
and mutilated, the nebbish makes his
living as a meter maid. See, even his
job title’s gender implication is di-
minishing. And if you are what you
drive, then our boy is a little, glass-
enclosed, traffic scooter. What’s
worse, he’s not even good at his gig.

An opening scene is essentially the
last straw for this 21st Century Casper
Milquetoast. Confronted by two street
toughs who beg to differ after he issues
them an irrevocable summons, it’s ap-
parently not enough that he doles out the
cash for said ticket. To truly evidence his
cowardice, the frightened soul winds up
driving back to the stationhouse broke,
and in his underwear.

It gets worse before it gets better.
Doing an emotional limp to the Boys
Club, where he hopes his work as a
Big Brother will lift him out of the
doldrums, Roger arrives to bad news.
The kid wants a different Big Brother.

But wait, take heart, suggests the
program director. Psst. He was a nerd,
too. That is, before he took Dr. P’s
course. It’s a secret. He hands Roger
a scrap of paper: “Use it or destroy it.”

Five thousand dollars later, Roger
finds himself in a classroom full of
kindred spirits. Shivering in their chairs,
each more sniveling and obsequiously
pathetic than the next, they are treated
to the first of many lambastes.

At the front of the room, doling it
out with sadistic swagger, Billy Bob
Thornton’s Dr. P is aided and abetted
by his towering charge d’affaires,
Lesher (Michael Clarke Duncan).
They assert that the weak deserve no
quarter, that they will either survive
and therefore thrive, or be eaten alive.
The wusses buy-in, big time.

School for Scoundrels
Save the Tuition

The session proceeds. Confidence
builds. Roger becomes Dr. P’s star
pupil. In fact, he becomes the unoffi-
cial leader of his fellow sissies. And
though not without comic mishap and
uncertain result, he even gets up the
gumption to ask out Amanda (Jacinda
Barrett), the Australian apple of his
eye living next door.

But then the untoward occurs. Sure,
there are no rules…only those of the
jungle. Dr. P made that clear at the
outset. Still, it’s enough to give pause
to our cowardly lion in training when,
adopting another identity, his mentor
starts seeing Amanda.

Dr. P could always be expected to
perform the unkind, presumably but
not always convincingly in his student’s
best interest. But now, he seems to have
overstepped a boundary.

Stuttering his disapproval, Roger
is told that such are the spoils of
going to the head of the class. His
primacy must now be challenged.

Yes, it’s war. Problem is, with this
second cycle of the etude, the film
begins its tailspin. All the creativity
of Scot Armstrong and filmmaker
Phillips’s script, adapted from the
earlier work by Patricia Moyes and
Hal E. Chester (based on Stephen
Potter’s novel), lopsidedly resides in
the preamble and early exposition.

So what follows is the cinema
equivalent of moving to a poorer
neighborhood. Sitcom sensibilities
replace inventiveness. Folderol sup-
plants artistry. The remainder of the
film reminds us of the cartoon sketch
where the cat and mouse haphazardly
alternate from victim to aggressor.
The characterizations run out of
imagination, too.

The movie loses its balance. There
is no subtext. Minor lip service paid
to the legend of a former student (Ben
Stiller) vanquished by Dr. P’s dia-
bolicalness doesn’t do the trick.

Only hopeless optimism and pro-
priety keep us in our seats as student
and pupil fight to the predictable con-
clusion. All the same, School for
Scoundrels teaches a lesson: In cases
like this, cutting class is the smartest
course of action.

* * * *
School for Scoundrels, rated PG-13,

is a Weinstein Company release di-
rected by Todd Phillips and stars Billy
Bob Thornton, Jon Heder and Jacinda
Barrett. Running time: 100 minutes

CDC Stages Schwartz’s
Children of Eden Musical

CRANFORD –Stephen Schwartz’s
musical Children of Eden is coming
to Cranford for three weekends be-
ginning Friday, October 13.

The CDC Community Theatre
(CDC) will present a talented cast
featuring some of the most highly
regarded performers in area theater.
The show itself is known as an emo-
tional piece that leaves its audience in
high spirits, an uplifting work that
entertains as well as enlightens.

The music is beautiful and intensely
written, with a greater range of styles
than many of Schwartz’s other works,
while at the same time seamlessly
intertwined into the story.

Children of Eden comes from the
creators of Broadway’s Wicked, Pip-
pin, and Disney’s Pocahontas, and is
a family musical that will satisfy all
ages. The show tells the story of the
Garden of Eden and of Noah and the
Ark. Patrons will be swept away by
epic grandeur, from the creation of
Adam and Eve to the magical voyage
of Noah and his Family.

Audiences will immediately expe-
rience that the tale relates to earthly
families, their immediate challenges
and their generational legacies. Chil-
dren of Eden opened in London in
January 1991 where it was an imme-

diate hit with audiences.
The show was brought to America

and opened at the Paper Mill Play-
house in New Jersey in 1997. A cast
recording was made of the music, and
the show’s popularity grew by word
of mouth. Children of Eden is now in
the top 20 most frequently requested
musicals for licensing by community
and high school theatres all over the
country, a notable feat for a show that
never played on Broadway.

John Menter will direct the pro-
duction. Mr. Menter is an innovative
director with extensive experience
throughout the area, and is directing
at CDC for the first time. CDC veter-
ans Elizabeth Howard and Judi Chan-
dler are producing, Paul Budd serves
as musical director and Macada
Brandl will choreograph the show.

Children of Eden will be presented
on Friday and Saturday nights at 8 p.m.
from October 13 to 28, as well as on
Sunday, October 22 at 3 p.m. Tickets
are $20 on a reserved seat basis, and can
be obtained by calling the box office at
(908) 276-7611 or through the theater’s
website at www.cdctheatre.org. The
CDC Community Theatre is located at
78 Winans Avenue in Cranford, off of
Centennial Avenue near exit 136 of the
Garden State Parkway.
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WF’s Mierswa Releases
More ‘Bittersweet’ Stories

By MARYLOU MORANO
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

WESTFIELD – Westfield resident
Julia Mierswa recently released her
second collection of short stories, a
book entitled “Absence of Light.”

The new book follows
Mrs. Mierswa’s first short-
story collection, “Bitter-
sweet Stories,” which was
published last year.

A writer since eight
years old, the author ex-
plains that her emotional
level often influences
her stories.

“When my emotions
are high, I write,” she
said.

Mrs. Mierswa sees her
main job as “raising
kids” – her daughter
Georgia, 17, and son,
Philip, 13. She writes
during the day, when the house is
quiet, in between the hours devoted
to child rearing.

The stories in both “Absence of
Light” and “Bittersweet Stories” are
strongly character-driven. Mrs.
Mierswa attributes this to her un-
canny ability to size up the moment.

“I can go to a party and see some-
one interacting with another person
and I will pick up on that one thing.
From the interaction, I can create a
character,” she said.

“Absence of Light” contains fewer
stories than “Bittersweet Stories,” but
the ones in the new book are lengthier

and contain more complex interplay
between characters.

Each of the five stories in “Absence
of Light” portrays an interaction be-
tween two people that takes place
within a short period of time. Each

story is rich in dialogue,
an element of fiction
Mrs. Mierswa finds most
challenging.

“I find it hard to make
dialogue real,” she said,
adding that she feels over
time, she has evolved into
a better writer.

Like “Bittersweet Sto-
ries,” the stories in “Ab-
sence of Light” invite the
reader to become part of
the plot, and leave him
or her with his or her
own interpretation of
how the story ends.

Mrs. Mierswa holds a
Bachelor of Arts degree in Philoso-
phy from Hamilton College in
Clinton, N.Y. She has worked in pub-
lishing for McMillan Publishing and
Cambridge University Press.

She and her family, which includes
her husband, Charlie, a CFO in Nets
Basketball, have lived in Westfield
for 13 years.

Those interested in obtaining a
copy of “Absence of Light,” as well
as “Bittersweet Stories” can do so at
the Town Bookstore. To have your
copy autographed, contact Mrs.
Mierswa by email at
juliabtrswt@aol.com

GENESIS…Eric Harper and Tina Kaye portray Adam and Eve in CDC commu-
nity theatre’s Children of Eden.
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‘Grey’s Anatomy’:
Seriously Excellent

and arguably undermining fashion
towards the country’s leadership. It
could be said that Shostakovich, too,
broke boundaries himself and fused a
truly rebellious tone in his homage to
tell of the tumult occurring at the
time.

Speaking of tumult, the event re-
ally picked up when innovative gui-
tarist Elliot Sharp performed
“Quadrature,” in which he displayed
a mixture of tapping and slide tech-
niques, in addition to frantic picking,
to the point where one would think
there were more than one guitar player
present.

Then, collaborating with Lin, he
performed “Suberrebus” on piano and
a mac-processing device, which Sharp
tinkered with. The piece corresponds
well to the frenetic pace of the city,
which it’s supposed to represent. A
truly collaborative effort, using Pro
Tools, he processed and fed back what
Lin played and constantly altered
tempo and reps.

Although possibly sacrilegious to
say, the laptop infused the song with

rich textures and al-
lows the piece, pur-
posefully, to offer
something the pi-
ano, solo, possibly
cannot. Despite the
common concep-
tion that computer
processing steril-
izes the sound, in
this piece it works
to its benefit, echo-
ing it and providing
the best case for pro-
viding a connection
between a “classi-
cal” instrument and
a “modern” device.

Wilco drummer
Glenn Kotche
ended the session
and performed on
an expansive kit for

more than an hour and a half, offering
a glimpse into his “Mobile” solo work
he did during Wilco’s Ghost is Born
sessions. Kalimba beats abound,
Kotche’s kit featured an electronic
rack, orchestra bells, a spiral-shaped
cymbal swirl called a ‘fruit basket’
and a gong sheet among many other
trinkets.

An instant moment-of-the-night
occurred when Kotche, after an initial
warm-up, ran to the back of the church
and poked around a seemingly incon-
spicuous slab about the size of a
foosball table. He removed red felt
and began feverishly began opening
small compartments two at a time.

The audience, a stoic body for the
most part, squinted a bit with confu-
sion. Then, as though taken aback by
something ostensibly obvious, people
noticed subdued cricket noises hum-
ming in the background. Surprised,
but not willing to give in to the histri-
onics, the crowd nodded in emo ap-
proval, as though it collectively knew
what was to take place, but waited
until its final arrival to endorse.

With nods to Tony Allen and jazz
great Ed Blackwell, Kotche employed
powerful African beats, while applying
a deft amount of bell and vibraphone
tinsel. Then, as though guided by an-
other disparate force, Kotche would kick
up the power and utterly destroy the
cymbals and anything his sticks could
reach. Kotche, as in his Wilco perfor-
mances, sweats absolute bullets, but does
so much innovative work on the electro-
acoustic kit, retelling stories of Hindu
gods and assigning voices from parts of
the kit in the 10-minute “Monkey Chant.”

Undeterred by meaning, the event
encapsulated how genre-jumping
music can be. And without a word
spoken. A night of festivity, ‘word-
less,’ left many in that very state if
only for a moment to ponder the very
meaninglessness of trying to label
everything in safe categories.

Courtesy of NelsCline.com
BEING THERE...Wilco guitarist
Nels Cline, above, joined band per-
cussionist Glenn Kotche, pianist
Jenny Lin and multi-instrumentalist
Elliott Sharp in an evening of musical
innovation at Lincoln Center.

By VICTORIA McCABE
Specially Written for The Westfield Leader and The Times

This September should have been
declared National “Grey’s Anatomy”
Month. Seriously.

Aside from giving us license to use
“Mc” as a prefix to every nickname –
actually, to pretty much every noun –
and elevating “seriously!” to “what-
ever!” status in the single-word-pop-
culture-catchphrase realm, “Grey’s
Anatomy” has released a new box set
and inspired scores of fans to plan
intense TV marathons and clear their
Thursday night calendars indefinitely.

Bonus: the show has given us some
very fine new music.

Sure, the fresh-indie-music televi-
sion soundtrack series has been done
before. And “Grey’s” borrows more
than just the concept from “The OC” –
music supervisor Alex Patsavas of the
aforementioned California melodrama
lends her infinite talents to “Grey’s” as
well. But thankfully, the “Grey’s”
soundtracks aren’t just “OC” redux;
Alex’s sensibilities of the Grey’s
Anatomy’s unique personality inspire
song choices that fit the show’s tremen-
dously varied moods and situations.

The series’ second soundtrack, Grey’s
Anatomy, Vol. 2, hit stores on Septem-
ber 12, the date that the faithful had
circled on their calendars as the day the
fabulous second season came out on
DVD (not that this writer was one of
them or anything…). And fans who
went for both box set and soundtrack
found an excellent collection built from
the work of mostly unknown acts.

The real jewel of “Grey’s Anatomy”
is creator/writer/executive producer
Shonda Rhimes. The show is her la-
bor of love, and the team she has
assembled has an acute sense of her
vision and how best to achieve it.
Shonda and executive producer Betsy
Beers ultimately make the song se-
lections from the pool that Alex gives
them, and the women’s choices are
usually nothing short of brilliant.

But to compress a season’s worth
of musical moments into a 15-track
album is a daunting task, especially
for a show that uses music so con-
sciously. For the most part, the ladies
choose wisely – they include music
that shapes key scenes and music that
conveys the show’s wide emotional
range. Several contributions are per-
fect rainy-day music, fitting for the
oft-drizzling Seattle skies under which
“Grey’s” takes place.

The Fray’s “How to Save a Life”
could have been written just for
“Grey’s Anatomy”; on a show in
which Shonda and Co. meticulously
craft storylines and medical cases
that Meredith can somehow find co-
hesive meaning out of in her infa-
mous monologues, lyrics like “where
did I go wrong, I lost a friend some-
where along in the bitterness/and I
would have stayed up with you all
night had I known how to save a life”
take on an eerily appropriate signifi-

cance.
That fact isn’t lost on the minds of

“Grey’s” or on the band itself – the
song became the theme for the show’s
season three promos, and the band
made a special “Grey’s”-themed
music video for the song. Aside from
the slightly repetitive nature of the
video (basically, it’s just a lot of shots
of people staring at each other), the
song is excellent, and it’s the best
album opener the “Grey’s” ladies
could have picked.

Jim Noir’s spacey “I Me You” de-
livers lush vocal harmonies that take
a page from vintage Beach Boys,
Anya Marina’s reflective “Miss Half-
way” drops unassuming lyrical gems
like “you oughta hear the mirror in
my house/you oughta fear her pretty,
pretty mouth,” Kate Havnevik’s
“Grace” is profoundly heartbreaking.

Elsewhere, Get Set Go’s “I Hate
Everyone” goes from comical to
ironic, with melodies and rhythms
that at times evoke Jack Johnson and
lyrics that could be the inner mono-
logue of George O’Malley (a “Grey’s”
doctor who has yet to be
McNicknamed) during a particularly
low point in his life. Foy Vance’s
“Homebird” is a soulful slow acous-
tic jam.

Even the random words laid over
the electro beats of Ursula 1000’s
“Kaboom,” which by all rights should
be horribly annoying, somehow seem
a fitting representation of spicier parts
of the show’s persona.

The only disappointment comes
with the album’s rendition of one of
the most sublime moments in the
show. Snow Patrol’s mesmerizing
“Chasing Cars,” a song that manages
a kind of buoyant wistfulness
grounded by expansive guitar chords,
provided an incredible backdrop for a
sequence from last season’s emotional
finale. Shonda herself said that the
song was absolutely perfect for the
moment. It’s curious, then, that
“Grey’s” solicited an “exclusive
acoustic rendition” of the song for the
album instead of using it as it ap-
peared in the show. Snow Patrol’s
acoustic sessions are usually quite
wonderful, but acoustically, “Chas-
ing Cars” loses the weighty chords
that give it such marvelous depth.

But that lapse in judgment aside,
the second “Grey’s Anatomy”
soundtrack is a strong sophomore
compilation to match a strong sopho-
more season. The songs are, for the
most part, widely unknown, but
there’s really not much filler here –
the “Grey’s” masterminds prove their
gift for storytelling extends to the
audio accompaniment they choose to
compliment it.

So maybe it would have been more
appropriate to dub September “Grey’s”
McMonth. But any way you slice it,
“Grey’s Anatomy” is a tremendous
pop-culture accomplishment.

Seriously.


