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Active Vapor Recovery
Scot Ray Quintet

by David Adler
Trombonist Scot Ray puts across heavy grooves on this offbeat quintet disc, another fascinating entry in the Cryptogramophone catalog. Joining Ray are several visionary labelmates: Jeff Gauthier on electric violin (whose Mask was a 2002 highlight); Nels and Alex Cline on guitar and drums, respectively; and Steuart Liebig on electric bass (or “contrabassguitars,” as the CD sleeve would have it). The trombone/violin blend is gripping from the very outset, on the opening “Three Quarks,” which snarls with darting unison lines and a thrash guitar assault—a combination that animates the funk-based title track as well. But Ray’s skronky electric jazz has its quieter, more contemplative side, typified by the eight minutes of rubato meditation that make up the closing “Bitteroot.”
With the two longest pieces, the band reveals its knack for restraint and the building of suspense. “Man as Kite” begins with a poignant introductory melody that builds toward insistent repeated figures and a carefully orchestrated four-part fabric. “Trouble With Sugar” has an ambient, screechy introduction, elevated by Liebig’s ad-libbed asides on fretless bass; written lines emerge at least, offset by deliberately jarring episodes of call-and-response.

Ray offers technically solid and witty trombone playing throughout, but particularly on “Above Breath,” which he sets up with a jittery muted introduction. “Scarabaeus,” with its wild, odd-metered funk and surprisingly spacey interlude, gives us still another angle on Ray’s playful yet involved concept. 
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