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Quake, the fourth album by cellist Erik Friedlander’s Topaz, an ambitious quartet featuring alto saxophonist Andy Laster, electric bassist Stomu Takeishi and percussionist Satoshi Takeishi, is a thrilling, perfectly subtle musical journey. 

In the past, their cross-cultural experiments—from the folk melodies of Eastern Europe to the rhythms of jazz, funk and fusion—have sometimes stalled; they’ve been a shade too clever. The instruments themselves present their own challenges. This isn’t a conventional lineup, and any intimacy between a cello and an electric bass often has its limits.

Yet on Quake, the voices come together in a marvelous union, wiggling apart, lying in wait, latching onto a smart contrapuntal line, creating 12 masterful scenes of written and improvised material. The set isn’t so much a departure as a nuanced and sublimely executed example of Topaz’s art: the genre-bending Friedlander originals, the foreign detours (songs by India’s Lata Mangeshkar and Iran’s Googoosh), the careful overall design. The pieces are often short, neatly measured moments and, in the end, they reach nearly every corner of modern music. 

So, on the opener, “Consternation,” they’re fixed on a bit of tight, driving Middle Eastern post-bop. On “Bedlam,” a screeching, snakes-and-ladders line (think of Mahavishnu) quickly devolves into an itching, introspective group improve. After nearly eight years together, Topaz has a wonderful understanding of space and order, and there’s an easy, roomy quality to even the strictest structures.
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