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With Pomegranate, Los Angeles bassist and composer Steuart Liebig is after something completely different, but in his own way, succeeds as spectacularly as Cline does on The Constant Flame. Each of the four compositions (which take their titles from lines by Lorca) is a sort of concerto for a guest soloist. The Two East Coast ringers come first with Tom Varner showing the full range of his instrument on “Widening Circles Reach Across the World.” Flutist Ellen Burr steps out of the 7-member ensemble for a nice chorus. “The Motionless Blue of Fallen Skies” features Mark Dresser’s bass, often in counterpoint to Liebig’s contrabassguitar, Jeff Gauthier’s electric violin and Burr’s flute. Longtime Liebig associate Vinny Golia plays a darting incendiary sopranino saxophone on “Flare Up Like Flame and Create Shadows,” and Nels Cline tears up “The Darkness of Each Endless Fall” on guitar. Liebig started in rock and left the scene to study the contrabass and composition. Both elements are present here as are his long involvement with improvisation. Liebig deftly resolves the ancient jazz dialectic of writing vs. blowing by composing pieces in a sort of jazz sonata form: written “expositions” followed by improvisation in the “development” section. While his methods are rooted in academic composition, the results sound like anything but. The effect is remarkably like Southern California – easygoing, unpretentious and almost, well…friendly. In Liebig’s orderly neighborhood, the Webern’s European-formal house shares the same block with the Braxton’s fanciful modernist place and the Kirk’s eclectic, rambling bungalow. And everyone gets along just fine. It’s a neat trick that shouldn’t work as well as it does (and frankly gets a lot of help from the mastery of the musicians involved, in addition to those mentioned above, clarinetist Eric Barber, trumpeter John Fumo, trombonist Scot Ray and Alex Cline). Those of us in the east have glibly dismissed L.A. jazz as a scene of studio hacks and limp rehearsal bands. This remarkable CD shakes the foundations of that belief like an earthquake.
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