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There’s certain things that come with the territory of 
leading a band: a sense of fairness and financial 
responsibility and, perhaps, good penmanship. Marc 
Ribot has worked for some major leaders - from Wilson 
Pickett and Jack McDuff to Elvis Costello and Tom 
Waits to John Lurie and John Zorn - and he’s a proven 
leader himself, even if he’s reluctant to take on the 
title. He is quick to call more recent projects, such as 
the Albert Ayler tribute Spiritual Unity or the avant 
jam band Ceramic Dog “collectives”. Dynamics of 
responsibility and bankability can be a complicated 
web, but an interest in such intricacies shouldn’t be 
surprising coming from someone who’s at least as 
likely to talk about labor history as he is guitar geekery. 
 “If you’re going to be a bandleader, you have 
certain obligations to the musicians, such as to pay 
them and pay them scale,” Ribot said, sitting in his 
Carroll Gardens apartment fresh from a trip to Haiti 
and facing working on material for an appearance at 
the New York Guitar Festival and a week of different 
projects at The Stone this month. “It’s interesting to me 
that there’s these kind of rules and this kind of 
language exists to musicians of my generation long 
after the actual presence of the union has faded. 
 “I don’t think I’m a very good bandleader, to be 
honest with you,” he added with a laugh. “Partly 
because of my handwriting. I’m famous for bringing in 
charts that nobody can read. I kind of do it on purpose. 
I think it’s better to improvise so I kind of compromise 
and bring in sloppy charts.”
 While being an enormously in-demand musician - 
the past few years have seen him working with 
Marianne Faithfull, Elton John, Diana Krall and Allen 
Toussaint, to name only some - Ribot has long devoted 
time to the issues affecting working musicians as well. 
He has been active with the Musicians Union and has 
lobbied for guarantees at clubs for artists who aren’t 
union members. Recently he has been working with 
the Content Creators Coalition, a new organization 
pushing for pay for use of artists’ work online. And in 
the meantime, he is busy leading - or not leading - 
bands. 
 Ceramic Dog, with bassist Shahzad Ismaily and 
drummer Ches Smith, follows the collective model. 
“We function like a band, we split the publishing if 
something comes together in rehearsal, if it comes out 
of a jam or a soundcheck. But I have a certain role. 
There’s a strong connection between how things are 
laid out business-wise and how they work, the sound 
that comes out. This is a level of John Zorn’s idea that 
it’s not about how the pieces sound, it’s how they are. 
Part of the art is the social relations of the musicians. 
The sound can be seen as a by-product of the social 
relations. It’s not that I think that there’s only one way 
to do it. In Ceramic Dog I have a certain kind of role. 
Since I’m bringing in most of the gigs, I get the calls. So 
we function as a collective in one way and not in others. 
But the function of being a collective is we rehearse in a 
way that I couldn’t do in a different band.”
 That space between having a jointly-owned 
organization and paying musicians to rehearse might 

be the bed in which lies the politics of being a band. In 
adherence to Ribot’s extrapolation of the Zorn maxim, 
it’s a part of how the pieces are. And it could easily be 
argued that few musicians have such a sense for 
community and community-building as does Zorn. 
Perhaps not coincidentally, it is in Zorn’s bands where 
Ribot, whose rhythmic, angular playing is immediately 
recognizable in any context, plays his hardest. There is 
a fascinating level of social interaction in many of 
Zorn’s projects and to watch the push and pull (or 
perhaps it’s push and push) between Ribot and Zorn in 
Electric Masada is remarkable. Ribot’s eyes never leave 
the leader, conducting from the front, for more than a 
couple seconds. “With Zorn it’s a very complex dance 
between listening to him and ignoring him,” Ribot 
said. “You have to take a cue from him and then run 
with it, but if you get into it and forget that he’s 
conducting the piece, that can cause problems. There’s 
certain skills in the conduction thing. The conduction 
thing is an amazing tool and it also presents a danger. 
When you’re as good at it as John is, you can walk in to 
a roomful of people who know your music and create a 
90-minute piece and it’ll be good. The danger of it, 
especially when you’re working with musicians who 
are less familiar with it, is that the more you tell some 
musicians what to do the less they use their brains.”
 Working with Zorn, he explained, is often a matter 
of working with shared commitment and available 
resources, to the point of using soundchecks to record 
tracks for release, a far cry from the corporate-label-
funded projects he’s been involved with in the past. 
“With Tom and Elvis, the recording sessions actually 
were union sessions, not that there was a guy standing 
there with a stopwatch, but I have had the experience 
and I think that’s informed me,” Ribot said. “The 
cultures kind of bleeds through. A bunch of friends of 
mine ended up in the Flying Karamazov Brothers on 
Broadway and Antibalas was in the musical Fela. There 
are formal sets of rules on how musicians should be 
treated on Broadway that are enforced by contract. The 
culture of that can bleed through.”
 That culture may have bled through, or informed 
at least, his role in Spiritual Unity, with trumpeter Roy 
Campbell, drummer Chad Taylor and onetime Ayler 
bassist Henry Grimes, as well as the trio with Taylor 
and Grimes that came out of that group. Those bands 
aren’t playing his compositions: the former plays the 
music of Ayler while the latter is an improvising group. 
But Ribot does manage certain aspects of operations. 
 “I’m not in any position to bring in any sort of 
music-ness,” he said. “I’ve learned so much from 
Henry and Chad and Roy. I’m just trying to keep up in 
that band. It’s a situation where I want to make sure 
that people are treated with a lot of respect. That band 
isn’t about ‘let’s sit around in a basement for a week 
and see what we come up with.’ It goes with the music 
that’s being played. We work on pieces but what’s 
really strong about that band is everybody’s skills as 
an improviser. It would be counterproductive to 
impose long rehearsals and complex charts on that 
band.”

 Ultimately, a big part of the band politic for Ribot 
is the balancing of power in a body where the division 
isn’t usually equal. “Jack McDuff was in the military. I 
didn’t work with him long, four or five months,” he 
said. “I think his idea of how to relate to the band came 
from that experience. It was a hard school but it was a 
good school. A lot of people are pretty hungry in music. 
A lot of people want to survive and a lot of people are 
having hard times. When you’re in a position where 
you get a gig and you can offer it to people, you wield 
a certain amount of power. When I was in Wilson 
Pickett’s band, it was a mostly African-American band 
and I was one of very few who were from what you call 
a middle-class background. I did that tour and I said, 
‘I’m not going back to that again.’ Wilson was violent 
with the band and we didn’t get paid for the last week. 
I’m able to say that now because it was a long time ago 
and I would have long since spent the money. But at 
the time, unemployment in the black community was 
like 60-70 percent so somebody in Wilson’s position 
had a huge amount of power. A lot of the musicians in 
that band needed the gig really bad. They weren’t in a 
situation where they could go to another job or go to 
another gig so they were forced to deal with violence. 
Whereas on Broadway if you don’t play by the rules 
they can shut you down. The human soul is revealed in 
those situations - and it isn’t always pretty.
 “I’m always aware of the power I have in a 
collective band,” he continued. “If I’m the person in 
the band, like Ceramic Dog, who’s bringing the name, 
is older, able to bring the gig, that gives me a certain 
amount of power and I don’t want to mystify that. 
What’s disturbing is I’ve been in bands where they 
used the notion of a collective until there’s money 
being made. I don’t care if they call it a band. If you 
don’t have a contract, if you don’t own part of the 
name or the masters, you’re being sold. People always 
want to believe that bands are communes: sleep 
together in a big pink house and wake up and have 
breakfast together and play music all day. People have 
some kind of dream of the commune - we all do - that’s 
where we came from and after the revolution that’s 
where we’re going.” He looked over the top of his 
glasses and laughed. “But we ain’t there yet.” v

For more information, visit marcribot.com. Ribot is at 
Judson Church Jan. 11th as part of Winter Jazzfest, Merkin 
Hall Jan. 21st as part of NY Guitar Festival and The Stone 
Jan. 28th-Feb. 2nd. See Calendar. 

Recommended Listening: 
• Lounge Lizards - Voice of Chunk 
   (Strange & Beautiful Music, 1988) 
• Marc Ribot Rootless Cosmopolitans - Requiem for 
   What’s His Name (Les Disques Du Crepuscule, 1991) 
• Marc Ribot - Don’t Blame Me (DIW, 1994-95) 
• Marc Ribot Y Los Cubanos Postizos (The Prosthetic 
   Cubans) - Eponymous (Atlantic, 1997) 
• Bark Kokhba Sextet - John Zorn 50th Birthday 
   Celebration, Vol. 11 (Tzadik, 2003)
• Marc Ribot - Silent Movies (Pi, 2009-10) 
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