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Frank Zappa didn't choose his collaborators lightly. When saxophonist-synthesizer whiz Ian Underwood first bobby-soxed the Duke of Prunes, Zappa demanded: "What do you do that's fantastic?" Frank took multitalented people, challenged them in odd and myriad ways and wound up with the publishing. And perhaps nowhere on the lengthy roster of ex-Mothers does the issue of invention versus appropriation get murkier than with Don Preston. Ellington could well have had the two in mind when he asked the musical question, Who is basking in the shadow of whom? 

Preston had a substantial background as a jazz pianist (with Elvin Jones and John Coltrane -- separately -- in Detroit) and as a bassist with Paul and Carla Bley in late-'50s L.A. before he ever met Zappa. Their mutual love for 20th-century avant-garde composers like Penderecki, Boulez and Xenakis brought Preston and Zappa together. Preston's background in electronic keyboards and his abilities in post-Stockhausen improvisation made an entire component of the mix that was the Mothers possible. Much of Preston's post-Zappa work has reflected his experimental/electronic ingredients: with Gil Evans, Michael Mantler, Meredith Monk, Carla Bley, the Residents, California E.A.R. Unit and films as diverse as Apocalypse Now and Blood Diner. 

Transformation is only Preston's second album under his own name, the first being 1994's Vile Foamy Ectoplasm. The piano trio format might suggest a return to Preston's tenure at Georgia Mae's Caprice in the late '50s (when Joe Albany and Freddie Gruber briefly brought a jazz profile to El Monte). But Preston's chosen company -- bassist Joel Hamilton and drummer Alex Cline -- refutes this on face value alone. Instead, Transformation is a summation and a schematic of Preston's five-decade career in music. Almost all aspects of Preston's oeuvre are touched on or hinted at here: Carla Bley's burst-of-energy opus, "Walking BatterieWomen," stretched by the individual and collective improvisation; the recasting of Cole Porter's "I Love You" into a free-time skirmish; Alex Cline's sublime tone-poem-of-a-solo on Preston's more formal "Lind Sonata"; an appropriately color-laden and romantic essay of John Carter's "Ode to the Flower Maiden" (for which Preston supplied synthesized shading on the Comin' On album in '88); the blues intimations of "Inner Blues"; Bley's dissonant, bopping "Donkey"; Cline's drum kit approximating the kind of electronically generated sounds that Preston supplied for Zappa on the random-sounding "Prehistoric Eon." 

Preston and the others hit the backbeats of Zappa's "Eric Dolphy Memorial Barbeque," hitting a groove that Frank didn't mine. On the title track, Cline plays a crisp stick-and-snare foray; Hamilton comes in on his heels with a plucked, staccato note passage that echoes him. Like a relay runner taking up the baton, Hamilton swings into high gear as Cline's leg is run, leaving the bassist to bring it home as Preston and Cline cheer him on. At three minutes or so, this section is an all-too-brief episode. But it's indicative of the three-way empathy going on throughout this album. It's what happens when three become one and make the whole something larger than each of them combined. 

