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Nels Cline Singers 
International Festival Musique Actuelle Victoriaville
Concert review by John Kelman, posted May 21st, 2005
Guitarist Nels Cline knows something we don’t. Sadly less well-known than he deserves to be—although his affiliation with Wilco has resulted in more attention in recent times, including an article in Downbeat and a cover story in Guitar Player—listening to him on record is a lesson in what guitar can be if one only dispenses with one’s preconceptions of what guitar should sound like. Watching him perform only makes the lesson more profound. Cline is a combination of influences that range from jazz’s harmonic sensibility and improvisational élan to the aggressive abandon of punk and much, much more. As apt to use a whisk to draw sharp textures out of his instrument as he is a multitude of electronic devices to make the instrument truly larger than life, he’s also—at least in the context of the Singers—more about sound and colour than prowess in the expected tradition of jazz soloing, although he does possess frightening technique. 

Cline dedicated the show to Fred Frith, another groundbreaking guitarist who is at FIMAV this year, and an artist who Nels attributes to changing his own view of the guitar’s potential. But like all the roots that inform Cline’s playing, Frith’s influence has been completely subsumed into Cline’s unmistakable approach. 

The Singers—contrabassist Devin Hoff and drummer/live electronics processor Scott Amendola—are truly in tune with Cline’s musical vision, ranging from quiet abstraction to aggressive and angular noisescapes. At times raw, like an exposed nerve, the trio built a sound that seemed almost impossible to imagine from only three musicians. And as extreme as things sometimes could get, Amendola’s unfailing sense of groove and ability to find time in the most chaotic of circumstances managed to create pulses that sometimes whispered, other times roared. Hoff, as at home with a bow as he is violently strumming and slapping his bass, provided both a harmonic counterpoint to Cline’s often angular lines, and a strong rhythmic partner to Amendola’s thundering beats. 

Cline’s compositional approach is also unique. There may be specific motifs that define a piece like “Something About David H.,” which began as a dark yet gentle tone poem but ultimately built into something more powerful, but it was equally about evoking image through sound. Cline may not exactly solo, and he’s an equal opportunity leader to be sure, but he’s also clearly the dominant voice. 

At the end of the performance he thanked the audience for their ears, and a voice in the crowd called out “what’s left of them!”; following the performance a fan asked Nels what he called his music, to which Nels replied, “Jazz Rock—at least that’s what they called it in the ‘70s.” Nels Cline Singers may play jazz rock, but it’s unquestionably a unique kind that may not always be an easy listen, but it’s always a provocative one. 
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