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As a minor-league Frank Zappa fan, I was surprised and delighted in 1988 to see one of the main Mothers, keyboardist Don Preston, pop up on records by trumpeter Bobby Bradford (Comin' On, hat Hut) and clarinetist John Carter (Fields, Gramavision). Of course, the Zappa-jazz connection was always implicit, but most often left that way. What was interesting was that Preston not only brought his skewed piano sensibility into the creative jazz context, but that he lugged along a little of his zany synthesizer as well. Nicely, in an appropriately whacked manner.

In fact, Preston's roots are deep in jazz. He frequented jam-sessions with various Detroit heavyweights as a youngster, and in Los Angeles in the late '50s he became friendly with fellow pianist Paul Bley, whose love of slippery lines and ambiguous tonal material is a shared passion for Preston. Through Bley, he also met and played informally with Carla Bley.

Transformation is something of a catalogue raisonné for Preston, touching on all these associations, showing what he can do twisting a standard around and delving a bit into his own compositional bag as well. With the organic rhythm section of Joel Hamilton on bass (solid sound, strong grasp of the material) and Alex Cline (sensitive, able to stay afloat in both ends of the pool), Preston explores two Carla Bley compositions, the classic "Walking BatterieWoman" and more obscure "The Donkey." Bley's archetypically wry, imaginative tunes are perfectly suited to Preston. He leaps out of the first track's purposefully clunky theme into sprightly freeplay and group interplay; on "Donkey" he engages in full-on swing, his partners sending him aloft like a rubberband-driven plane. Preston's own "Inner Blues (Not A Blues)" has something Bley-like about it, the way it moves harmonically and the unison left-hand/bass part.

In the notes Preston says "For want of a better name, I like to call what I do 'atonal jazz,'" and he suggests that the whole record's got an "atonal feel." I disagree thoroughly. There's not much here without a strong implied tonality, which isn't to say it's old-fashioned or harmonically unadventurous, or that in solos it doesn't "leave the changes." But pieces like "Inner Blues," the two John Carter compositions ("Ode To The Flower Maiden" and "Transformation"), and the Frank Zappa piece that kicks off the record all have quite clear centers of melodic gravity. Preston resides on the edge of tonality, toying with it. The sweet, mischievous way in which Preston distorts the harmonic underpinning of Cole Porter's "I Love You" makes it more interesting than if they abandoned it altogether.

