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The long career of pianist-composer Don Preston includes '50s dates with Herbie Mann; '60s and '70s support of Frank Zappa; and subsequent collaborations with reedmen John Carter and Marty Erlich. Although Preston was one of the first musicians to bring a synthesizer onstage, Transformation presents him in an acoustic trio, with bassist Joel Hamilton and drummer Alex Cline. 

Preston is more than up to the herky-jerky keyboard scramblings of the Carla Bley composition "Walking Batterie Woman," and thereupon improvises a Cecil Taylor-like series of reckless runs and percussive hammerings. Carter's regally shimmering overture "Ode to the Flower Maiden" features Preston's roughly chiming keyboard in a well-arranged framework, and when he remakes Cole Porter's "I Love You," he takes it to the fringes of tonality with the air of a spontaneous trio improvisation. Preston recalls his years in the Mothers of Invention with the expansive, elegantly angular Zappa theme "The Eric Dolphy Memorial Barbecue" and lets fly some cleverly stylized licks, with Hamilton contributing his own thrumming solo. 

Among Preston's own compositions is "Inner Blues (not a blues)," an engaging dialogue between upper and lower registers and includes an arco bass solo high enough to suggest a baritone violin. And Preston, at the center of it all, lets his own casual sense of the avant-garde rule the date. Listeners should hope that Don Preston finds more frequent opportunities to let out his ever-challenging inner blues. 

