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Don Preston Trio

Transformation

(as excerpted from liner notes by Bill Kohlhasse)

The act of transformation has been central to the career of pianist-composer Don Preston.  Over the years he has performed as jazz artist and rock musician, film composer and avant garde experimenter.  The real Don Preston, the one heard on this trio recording, draws something from all these various guises.

A quick glance at what it holds might lead you to believe that the disc was assembled to reflect the various aspects of Preston's career:  his stint as keyboardist with Zappa's Mothers Of Invention, his association with pianist-composer Carla Bley, his synthesizer work for the late distinguished composer-clarinetist John Carter as well as his own reputation as a writer of powerful though twisted music.  But Preston's motive for choosing the music here is more basic than that.

"These are tunes I just like to play more than any others," he says matter-of-factly.  "Of course, if I hadn't played with those people, I wouldn't have been exposed to the music.  But these are pieces that have always spoken to me."

While Zappa's tribute to the wonderfully-wired, dead-too-soon saxophonist-bass clarinetist Dolphy, heard on the Mother's Weasels Ripped My Flesh lp, stands as one of his more ambitious tunes, it becomes something else again in Preston's hands, an absurdist waltz that reflects both the triumph and the tragedy of Dolphy's short life.

Both Bley's "Walking Batteriewoman" and the seldom-heard "Donkey" (not to be confused with Carla's "Wrong Key Donkey") are two of her more dissonant numbers.  "Donkey" showcases the deviant support of Preston's trio mates drummer Alex Cline and bassist Joel Hamilton, as well as the threesomes' ability to come together even as the music itself deconstructs.

Preston's own compositions reflect lessons taken from his wide experience.  "Inner Blues," which Preston says has the parenthetical title "Not A Blues" was inspired by the Paul Chambers-Bill Evans bass-piano introduction to "So What" from Miles Davis' recording Kind Of Blue.

The process of transformation is also central to Preston's music.  In his hands, even familiar tunes achieve metamorphosis, becoming something quite unlike their original selves.  This type of conversion is best demonstrated here by Preston's rendition of the Cole Porter standard "I Love You," in which the pianist takes the well-known declaration of devotion and turns it into a something dissonant and weirdly obsessive, something Bing Crosby would never recognize.  Preston’s introduction, a metaphor for his strange and magical view of the world, was inspired by a dog he saw on late night television who could bark the seeming words “I love you.”

(continued)
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Another Preston composition "The Lind Sonata" is dedicated to Preston's longtime friend, painter Kyle Lind.  "I knew Kyle before I was in with Zappa so his association with the Mothers scene was very weird.  He was a beautiful and interesting being who did things like sail the entire length of the Yukon River by himself, the kind of person who would take on anything."

In a strange twist of fate, Preston met clarinetist Carter, noted composer of the sweeping five-part Afro-American saga that includes Castles Of Ghana and Fields (with Preston on keyboards) while designing music for computer video games.  Carter showed up at Preston's house one day with his clarinet to jam then asked him to join his ensemble with Bobby Bradford.  Preston can be heard playing Carter's lovely "Ode To The Flower Maiden" on the clarinetist's 1988 Hat Hut recording Comin' On.  

"'Ode' isn't really an atonal piece," says Preston, "but the way the melody falls on the chord changes make it sound very dissonant."

Carter's piece that lends this recording its name, powered by Cline's driving cymbal work, sounds as if Schoenberg had tried his hand at bebop.  "It's funny that I've been playing "Transformation" for years, but never played it with John," says Preston." 

"Prehistoric Eons" comes from Preston's experience with Ken Carey's book The Third Millennium, a treatise on the creation of the universe that, as Preston explains, Carey didn't write but transcribed from a voice that spoke inside his brain.  There's no written music for the piece, instead Preston cues Cline and Hamilton with audible phrases ("time and space...matter...ages"), which the trio then interprets.  The mysterious drone audible as the piece’s foundation is the actual sounds pulled from deep space by radio telescopes.

The atonal window on the world that Preston creates on Transformation mirrors the complexities and complications of modern existence.  In it, we experience a place in which apparent resolution often leads to further dissonance, an environment in which the sound of conflict can emerge as passages of great beauty.  Preston's approach is one of truth and honesty, even as it proceeds with imagery and theatrical narrative.  It is music that will surely transform the listener's thinking.     
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