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Keyboardist Don Preston has not recorded much as a leader. Probably best known for his years as a sideman in Frank Zappa's Mothers of Invention from 1967-1974, he has also appeared as a sideman on some important jazz projects, including Carla Bley's massive Escalator Over the Hill and on the last three of the late John Carter's five part musical history of African Americans from the end of the 1980s. On his new CD, Transformation, he plays compositions by these three musicians, as well as original tunes and a standard—transforming these favorite pieces to his own vision.

He plays two compositions by Carla Bley: the astonishing "Walking Batteriewoman" and "The Donkey." Preston's version of the former has a percussive piano/drums duet, followed by an Alex Cline has a drum solo which emphasizes the irregular rhythms and pauses in the piece. Preston plays Bley's twisty "The Donkey" in his dissonant, atonal, abstract style. (Preston's complex, asymmetric phrasing reminds me a bit of pianist Andrew Hill.) Preston also plays two John Carter compositions: the beautiful "Ode to the Flower Maiden" and the fairly out title track.

Preston's long composition "The Lind Sonata," includes solo piano, solo bass and solo drums at the beginning. It incorporates elements of late romantic and modern classical music, but always with a jazz foundation. (It might not be generally known that before his Zappa days, Preston was part of the late 1950s Detroit jazz scene—working with Tommy Flanagan and Elvin Jones among others. In 1957 he moved to Los Angeles, where he played with young avant-gardists Paul Bley and Charlie Haden.)

Paul Bley's influence is felt on two of the slower pieces: Preston's bluesy ballad "Inner Blues (not a blues)" and his version of Cole Porter's "I Love You," which starts with a woof and has a Paul Bley-ish abstract, dreamy, suspended-in-time feel to it. 

The album ends with the spacey Sun Ra-ish improvisation, "The Prehistoric Eons," where the musicians improvise from verbal cues and Preston lets loose with his synthesizer.

