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Scot Ray Quintet

Active Vapor Recovery
by Jason Bivins

Scot Ray is a veteran Los Angeles trombonist who’s paid dues in large ensembles as diverse as the Brian Setzer Orchestra and the Vinny Golia Large Ensemble. Though this release is probably far closer in spirit and idiom to the latter, there’s a healthy dose of the rocking sass of the former here to distinguish it. Ray—who has his bop and tailgating chops together, but can also work the post-Mangelsdorff world of multiphonics quite well (note his raucous intro to “Above Breath”)—has put together a crack band where he’s joined by Los Bros. Cline (Alex on percussion and the great Nels on outer space guitars), violinist Jeff Gauthier (who also runs the superb Cryptogramophone label), and Steuart Liebig on contrabass guitars. The tunes cycle through various idioms—from the stomping funk of the opening “Three Quarks” or “In Cleveland” to the freeform “Shiny Object” or the pastoral closer “Bitteroot”—even as the band maintains its identity via its cohesive lines and tendency to head for the outer reaches. One of the finest tracks is “Man as Kite,” whose combination of melancholy lyric theme and bustling free rhythm recalls some of the better moments from Gauthier’s excellent Mask release. And on the long “Trouble With Sugar,” you get to hear these versatile guys dive deep into their free music extended techniques. Many of the tunes are heavy on contrapuntal lines (usually Gauthier and Ray, leaving Nels to paint the skies above). They often change direction fairly quickly (especially on the fairly manic, rocked-out “Scarabaeus”), from relatively in-the-pocket fusion themes to crazed out bridges. And there are several points throughout this entertaining disc where the versatile players are given a chance to shine in duos and trios (including some memorable moments pairing Ray and Liebig, as well as the usual quota of sweet Gauthier bouts with a Cline or two). They cover quite a lot of bases here, and results in a satisfying, challenging, and fun disc. 
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