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by Jay Collins
The cello isn’t frequently heard in the realms of creative music, but Erik Friedlander seeks new ways to incorporate his instrument into diverse, unconventional settings, whether in jazz, classical or improvised music arenas. He possesses a deep, resonant tone and a remarkable technique that allows his fingers to fly or set the bow ablaze, all of which has indeed made him a very busy man. While he has played with a host of others, he also fronts several of his own groups, including Grains of Paradise, Chimera and Topaz. 
Quake features Friedlander’s collective Topaz, where the cellist plays both a rhythmic and soloist’s role. The group is rounded out by the Takeishi brothers, Stomu on electric bass and Satoshi on percussion, and Andy Laster’s alto saxophone. The dynamic is informed by non-Western cultures (Balkan, Asian), modern classical/chamber sounds and the spontaneous energy of improvised music. The group’s synergy is perhaps best exemplified on the kick-off track, “Consternation,” that utilizes shifting time signatures, splendid unison melodies, calculated moments of improvised magic and a rumbling rhythmic undertow propelled by the Takeishis. Tracks like “Quake” and “Wire” are further examples of the mix of stylistic elements and its focus on creating a sense of urgency to add to the performance’s power. One of the key elements throughout is Satoshi Takeishi’s wide percussionistic palette, whether playing full-tilt in a rumbling Taiko style or providing light textural environments. The quartet also displays a milder, yet no less intriguing quality that draws upon the group’s ethnic proclivities, including tracks like the appropriately named “After Hours,” with its rich melodies and a passionate bass solo by Stomu Takeishi. Further, the dark emotionalism of the eleven-minute “Beauty Beauty” has the collective at its most stirring and direct. Those seeking more improvised ideas will be pleased by tracks like “Bedlam” and “Biscuits,” that demonstrate a commitment to freely improvised notions. This is another fine release by arguably Friedlander’s strongest collective.
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