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Nels Cline has been rightly described as one of the most versatile, imaginative and criminally unheralded guitarists working today. In the late 1970s he played in the chamber jazz group Quartet Music with his brother Alex, and has since steered an individual course across the fluid boundaries of free jazz, avant rock and noise. Recent collaborations include percussionist Gregg Bendian, Vinny Golia and Thurston Moore, and he’s worked in duo forms with Zeena Parkins and painter Norton Wisdom.

Instrumentals is a superb album. Maybe it was a mistake to read Nels Cline’s own judicious, witty and informative press release about it, because I find myself agreeing with just about everything he says in its defence. The group’s name is a wry reference to 60s Easy Listening vocal groups, but the Singers are an instrumental trio along the lines of his earlier outfit “innovatively called the Nels Cline Trio” (probably a wry reference to jazz-lite groups). Cline’s various singing guitars, Devin Hoff’s bass and Scott Amendola’s drums make for a three-way dialogue of separate and equal voices.

Amendola’s stunning timbre and grooves are, it says here, “augmented by his new electronic madness,” and if there’s madness in the general exuberance there’s also clear method in it. The range of styles the group encompass across a 77 minute CD is remarkable: from Ornette Coleman-style freedom on “A Mug Like Mine” through the wailing blues “Lowered Boom” to the rollicking one-chord power play of “Cause for Concern.” Cline claims the Singers are his first truly tour-worthy unit. If you live in the US, look out for them in your hometown; otherwise you may need to indulge some very worthwhile nomadic desires of your own.
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