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The Nels Cline Singers

Instrumentals

By Stuart Kremsky

To these ears, Nels Clines can do no wrong. Whether as a band leader (Nels Cline Trio, Destroy All Nels Cline) or as a featured sideman with everyone from Mike Watt of the Minutemen to Gregg Bendian (in Interzone) to Vinny Golia and beyond, his fretwork is always outstanding and ear-catching. The Nels Cline Singers is his latest project, and needless to say, there are no vocals on Instrumentals.

Cline’s fluid and fearless guitar starts the album off with spooky noises and cheap amplifier effects before acoustic bassist Devon Hoff and drummer Scott Amendola come in after a minute or so, and we’re off to the races. Hoff’s earthy bass reminds me a bit of Charlie Haden, particularly in his solo pizzicato playing. “Harbor Child” is a feature for his nervous sounding bowed bass. Amendola, one of the hardest-working players in the SF Bay Area, has always had a special affinity for electric guitarists, working with Charlie Hunter, John Schott, and Will Bernard in the ultra-cool T.J. Kirk ensemble, and in various settings with Bill Frisell. His infectiously bouncy playing is an asset to any band, and he’s also brought live effects and real-time electronic processing to throw into the mix. I had a chance to catch these guys in a club before I heard the album, and the CD is a pretty accurate documentation of the way the band sounds on stage: ultra dynamic and seriously smokin’. All the songs are by Cline, and he’ll throw all kinds of things at the group, from the gospel-tinged closer to touches of Mahavishnu Orchestra-flavored bombast. Just to pick a few, “Inverted Boom” is a mutant blues with a nod to the Residents in the subterranean percussion and more than a trace of Jimi Hendrix in some of the guitar figures. This one rocks hard. “Lucia’s” spacey ambience for the first half of the 12-minute tune gives way to a segment featuring Amendola’s drums as the lead voice. Extremes of volume and velocity are the basis of the surprise-packed “suspended Head.” There’s a lot more to discover here, in a lengthy program that never seems too long. Instrumentals is just your average blues/rock/ambient/fusion/electronica/gospel/noise/Indian pop/improvised Jazz CD. Don’t miss it.

