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by John Chacona

Any pretension to objectivity that I may have about this extraordinary CD vanished when the clear, pure voice of vocalist Aina Kemanis began The Constant Flame with these lines from the Tibetan Book of the Dead: “May I know all the sounds as my own sound. May I know all the lights as my own light. May I know all the rays as my own rays.” The stillness at the heart of this thought was exploded by a thunderous drum pattern, almost defiant in its insistence. By the time Kemanis finished the line “As I grasp my distant maze, mistaken by the wind/Fill me with peace or free me from pain/The two are not the same,” I was overcome. This was the Friday following the obscenity in New York, the first music I could bear to hear in the aftermath, and its poignancy and authority were almost unbearable. Six weeks later, they remain so. With The Constant Flame, the polymathic Los Angeles composer and percussionist Cline may have given us the most beautiful record since Wayne Shorter’s Native Dancer a quarter of a century ago. Like its Cryptogramophone predecessor, Sparks Fly Upward, the tone of The Constant Flame is elegiac, but the materials are handles with such extraordinary pose, the texts (some by Cline himself) are so judiciously chosen and the emotion so near the surface that the 72 minutes of the CD are gripping in their intensity.

“Paramita,” the opening cut, is dedicated to the memory of Don Cherry. Other compositions are memorials to Toru Takemitsu (“Evening Bell,” a Japanese mountainside in a spring shower), Polish director Krysztof Kieslowski (“Wreath of Rain”) John Carter (the jazz-influenced title cut with fine solos by G.E Stinson on guitar and Vinny Golia on soprano sax sounding like the sixth installment of Carter’s “Roots and Folklore’ series) and an unnamed “her” (the exquisite “Six Poems by Akiki Yosano”). These musicians have played together for years and it show: the listening between them (and between the musicians and producer Peter Erskine) is almost palpably intense. I could go on, but this is music that cannot be described; its effect is not on the +head or the feet, but on the heart. By the time the concluding “Benediction” (for Aina Kemanis) arrives with its Ukiyo-e waves of cymbal washes and its Tibetan bowls (a leitmotif throughout the CD), I felt transformed, healed. Cline has somehow gathered all sounds as his own sound and made them the sound of a stunned and wounded people. The Constant Flame is terribly moving, maybe the most moving thing I have ever heard.
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