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Liner notes as appearing in CG 110 “The Constant Flame”

When I made the last album with my ensemble, Sparks Fly Upward, I stated in the liner information that it was the first volume of a pair of recordings featuring pieces honoring but a small handful of the many influential individuals who have inspired me and my work and whose inspiration was able to find reflection in some kind of musical expression. Welcome to the second volume of that pair.

Rather than all the material for both albums being recorded at once (an idea which I mercifully rejected), the two recordings sessions themselves wound up being separated by almost three years. This enhanced the final result of both projects, as I was able to include some more recent compositions of the time on Sparks Fly Upward, save some of my older ones for the second release, and also allow for some newer ideas to develop into material for this project. Of course, I was also able to use the interval to take advantage of my and the Ensemble’s natural evolution. It happened to also work out conveniently that pieces which I had always conceived to feature guest artists augmenting the Ensemble would all wind up on the second release, thus emphasizing the two projects’ individuality while creating on this second volume an opportunity to present the Ensemble's work in some potentially fresh and challenging contexts.

As I chose to take the titles of both projects from composition titles contained in them which share a fire-related theme, I have chosen to visually and symbolically link the two CDs by the kanji character hono, which means flame, but not just physical flame, also an inner flame, emotional/spiritual fire--for example, the fire of creativity, passion, love--fire that can warm, consume, illumine, destroy, purify, blind, or save. I feel that Kaoru's beautiful cover paintings help reflect this idea. I'm also taken with the notion that the titles and artwork on both CDs could be interchangeable.

While as a composer I certainly have my reasoning and methodology, I prefer to say as little about the music or my own lyrics as possible in order to leave the encounter with the music open to the listener's own interpretation. I apologize if this proves disappointing. I will say, however, that as always this music was composed specifically with the musicians who played it in mind. I am blessed that the members of the Ensemble--Aina Kemanis, Jeff Gauthier, Wayne Peet, G.E. Stinson, and Michael Elizondo--require very little if anything in the way of explanation from me as to how to approach any area of any piece of music I've presented for them to play in either its composed or improvised components, such is their attunement to my ideas.  This is especially fortunate in the case of the music on this album, as, unlike my previous two releases, for which the Ensemble was able to play most of the music in concert first, all of the material on The Constant Flame was played by the Ensemble for the first time in the two rehearsals for the recording session (causing some bandmates to compare it to the recording of my first album, The Lamp and The Star). The fact that virtually every track here is a first take I think speaks volumes about the Ensemble's remarkable abilities. Theirs are the individual and collective sparks which ignite the conflagration of this music. And although we perhaps had to use the capabilities of the recording studio a bit more this time around in a few instances, this is still essentially live music; the listener hears it as it was played.

These pieces are not designed to be musical portraits or attempts at imitation of any kind. Sometimes the musical material relates in some direct or indirect way (even if for a brief moment) to the honored individual or to his/her work, sometimes not. For example, "Paramita," which is dedicated to the great trumpeter/composer/multi-instrumentalist Don Cherry, has almost nothing to do with the sound of his music but instead has more to do with how I perceive his spirit and its lasting effect on me and on the music world--a nod to his own sort of magic and to his contribution as one of the earlier embodiments of what we now might call world music. One translation of the Sanskrit word paramita is “arriving at the other side or shore,” offering some hints to the listener, perhaps, as this and the piece’s opening lines, which come from the Bardo Thotrol, or Tibetan Book of the Dead, reflect Cherry’s Buddhist pursuits. This is one of those pieces in which the melodic material presented itself before the text (like “Bridge” on this album, also), necessitating the writing of lyrics myself rather than my selecting some inspiring text to then set melodically. Brad Dutz is added to the Ensemble here, adding characteristic drive and color to the track on congas and djembe.

In the past I have simply been too intimidated by the idea of dedicating a piece of mine to or to the memory of any great composer whose work has deeply affected me to have actually pursued such an undertaking. After reading Toru Takemitsu's wonderful and influential collection of essays, Confronting Silence, and around the same time discovering the lovely poetry of fifteenth-century Zen monk Shotetsu, I decided I had to overcome my trepidations and set the beautiful poem “Evening Bell” in Takemitsu's memory, the resulting composition being the most recent work on this album. The poem is heard both in English translation, sung by Aina, and in Japanese, chanted by G.E. While this marks his vocal debut with the Ensemble, it should be noted that anyone familiar with G.E.’s late great group (and one of my personal all-time favorites) A Thousand Other Names knows that he is no stranger to vocal duties, nor is he to Buddhist chanting, by the way (as you can hear). 

One of the older compositions on this CD, “The Constant Flame” was written after the passing in 1991 of a great friend and mentor to me and many of Los Angeles's creative music community, the extraordinary clarinetist and composer John Carter.  I wrote it to feature as soloists two exceptional musicians who also knew and worked with John, longtime musical cohort Vinny Golia (heard on soprano saxophone) and longest-time musical cohort (and my bro') guitarist Nels Cline--both of whom I feel succeeded in projecting their strongly individual musical voices here while simultaneously echoing the spirit of John's unique musical identity. (It’s nice to have a chance to have Nels actually get to play guitar with the group. He contributed his voice to a group of the male participants’ voices on The Lamp and The Star back in 1987; a track which was to have featured him on guitar was abandoned prior to the recording session).

The writing of “A Wreath of Rain” was actually begun years ago when I learned that the brilliant Polish filmmaker Krzysztof Kieslowski was planning to retire from filmmaking after completing his trilogy of films Blue, White, and Red. Tragically, he then died not long after in 1996, turning this piece into another memorial. I wanted to give something back to him, his films having so moved me with their beauty, honesty, humanity, and visual poetry.

Another of the oldest pieces on this CD, “Bridge” was actually written around the time of the recording of my second album Montsalvat (1992). It is dedicated to musician David Sylvian, of whom I am simply a huge fan.  Perhaps of interest, this two-part piece was written long before I knew that some the themes of transformation explored in the lyrics could be viewed as relating to events in his own life or that two of my choices of instrumentation (mridangam and harmonium)

(continued)

could be seen as reflective of his eventual devotion to an Indian guru (those instruments 

originally having been chosen for purely orchestrational reasons). Joining me in the percussion 

section on the second part of the piece (I'm playing bodhran) are three outstanding percussionists, all of whom I coincidentally happen to have performed with in drumset duos:  Dan Morris handling the mridangam, Christopher Garcia on the clay drum known as the mbwata, and our illustrious producer Peter Erskine lending his inimitable brushes-on-snare-drum groove.  

 As on the Sparks Fly Upward session, Peter insisted that I record a couple of short improvised drum solos after all the other tracking for the project was completed. This time the second of two was selected, which I decided to call “Summoning Spirits” and, after hearing it and noting how it made me think of him, dedicate to my friend and frequent collaborator of eighteen years (and counting), flautist-dancer-choreographer-vocalist-composer and all-around man possessed (as well as founder-director of Open Gate Theatre) Will Salmon.

Having been deeply touched by the poignant beauty, unapologetic emotion, and sometimes tacitly exquisite sensuality of the luminous tanka poetry of Akiko Yosano (or Yosano Akiko, to be technically correct), I resolved to create a musical tribute to her. This took the form of a mostly improvised ensemble setting consisting of five delineated areas in which to feature five of Yosano's poems (spoken by the five guest readers) united by the fragmented rendering of a sixth poem (sung in English by Aina in unison with Jeff’s violin), therefore utilitarianly titled "Six Poems by Akiko Yosano." Guest soloist Kaoru freely chooses material from all six poems as source material for her haunting vocal improvisation which extends through the entire piece.  Yosano is also famous for being a champion and outspoken critic on behalf of women's rights in Japan during the mid-twentieth century, leading a colorful and controversial lifestyle while becoming an acknowledged master of modern tanka. This piece, then, is dedicated to her memory and also to the women of Japan and, indeed, to all women everywhere.

Closing the record (appropriately) is “Benediction,” a setting of a beautiful fragment of a Gaelic prayer (from a collection brought to my attention by my friend Roberto Argiro). It is dedicated to its vocal interpreter, Aina, as a thank-you for an unexpected and (to me) amazing fourteen years of willingness to be thrust into the sonic foreground as (literally) the voice of my music. 

My loving thanks to the members of the Ensemble for their inimitable contributions and generous dedication to the realization of this music, as well as to the many guest performers who gave so much of their singular artistry to this project. My sincere thanks also to the recording, production, and art crews, especially engineer Rich Breen, who contributed so much to this project's outcome.  Special thanks also (although some here may number themselves among the previously acknowledged company) to Karen Cline, Dan Morris (computer notation service), Peter Erskine (Yamaha bamboo snare drum), Mutsy Erskine (moral and culinary support), Dan Pinder, Kaoru (kanji conversion and fax service), Dr. Dre, Roberto Argiro, Bernadette Tilger, Michelle Krupkin and everyone at Cryptogramophone, and (adopting a shin bow) MUB.

This album and its predecessor are dedicated to my mother, Thelma Cline, and to the memory of my father, Don C. Cline.

Alex Cline, Culver City, California, USA, April 2001
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