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Reviews of Sparks Fly Upward by the Alex Cline Ensemble

An unconventional percussionist, Alex Cline creates music beyond categorization. With an unusual lineup including Jeff Gauthier’s violin and Aina Kemanais’ voice, this ensemble establishes a moody, ethereal environment. Sparks Fly Upward offers haunting, spacious constructions in much the same vein as the group’s 1987 debut, The Lamp And The Star (ECM). Cline uses silence well, subtly adding colors, or, less subtly, jarring the listener with percussive explosions. Jon Andrews, Down Beat, November 1999.

Los Angeles percussionist Alex Cline has performed and recorded solo, also working with West Coast musicians such as Julius Hemphill, John Carter and Bobby Bradford. His sextet explores six complex original compositions that are sometimes ethereal in mood, more often startling in dynamics. Each of the six tracks is dedicated to someone whose life or work influenced Cline, including the ever-unfolding 31-munute track dedicated to Russian filmmaker Andrei Tarkovsky. An intriguing concept. Patricia Myers, Jazz Times, August 1999
Peter Erskine graciously produced Alex Cline’s Sparks Fly Upward, an album equal in grace and scope to Wrate’s work. (The two releases also share a record label and violinist, Jeff Gauthier.) “Audacity” pays homage to the late, great master Tony Williams, and Mr. Cline sprints into gear, successfully building a “Lifetime” feel. The group creates a lot of open space between interesting and often eerie sounds. Cline’s drumset resembles a small city, and at times sounds as active and chaotic! David Licht, Modern Drummer, July 1999
You know the territory: Plaintive violin melodies and pure-toned soprano vocals dissolve in and out of a background of sustained synth washes. This is the easiest thing to do and the hardest thing to do well. And Cline does it well. The difference here is emotion and, as the dedications reveal, the valedictory emotion on this date is understated but quite powerful. And like the music of Arvo Pärt which it sometimes resembles, much of its power comes from understatement. John Chacona, Signal to Noise, July/August 1999

Though only a sextet, the quiet, expansive improvisations sound almost orchestral at times.  Cline’s extended kit, fitted out with a broad array of gongs, bells, chimes, and cymbals combine with the wordless vocals of Kemanis, dense washes of Peet’s keyboards, broad textures of Stinson’s guitar, hovering layers of Gauthier’s violin, and low drones of Elizondo’s bass for music that is cinematic in scope. Michael Rosenstein, Cadence Magazine, July 1999

A deep and well-rounded effort on which Cline serves notice that he’s as talented a composer as an instrumentalist.  Kirk Silsbee, New Times LA, April 1999

The band creates marvelously spacious reveries in the view of ECM chamber jazz, but it can also amp up into pounding, swirling, synapse-searing fusion.  Derk Richardson, San Francisco Bay Guardian, April 1999.

Cline started as a visual artist; to get an idea of how that still affects his work, close your eyes as the long, rich tones swell and combine, and see if you don’t experience a galaxy of cinematic colors.  Greg Burk, LA Weekly, April 1999
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