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Nel Cline Singers
The Giant Pin
Review by Derk Richardson

Winner of The Absolute Sound’s 2004 Golden Ear Award 
Nels Cline never forsook his acid-and prog-rock past. It shades the experimentalism he has pursued since coming up through the Southern California avant-garde jazz scene with John Carter, Bobby Bradford, Vinny Golia, and others. The admixture made him a perfect choice as Wilco’s new guitarist, and it makes for an astonishingly dynamic 11-track tour de force with his non-vocal Singers—contrabassist Devin Hoff and drummer/percussionist/electronics manipulator Scott Amendola. Cline’s passion for crunching electric guitar and the grinding, far side of jazz-rock commands much of The Giant Pin. And when Hoff extends his arco textures and Amendola adds loops and treatments to his crisp percussive attack (and Deerhoof’s Greg Saunier vocalizes on “He Still Carries a Torch for Her”), the largely improvised music can sound like an audiophile pile-up of My Bloody Valentine, Neil Young, and Karlheinz Stockhausen. In addition to making glorious noise, the trio also gingerly negotiates complex harmonic changes and improvised spirals at lesser volumes, occasionally nodding to a not-quite-mainstream where Jim Hall would almost feel comfortable. The elegiac “Something About David H.” and prayerful “Watch Over Us” (both featuring popmeister Jon Brion adding exotic keyboards) reveal a tenderness to Cline hidden by the brutal chords and icy Terje Rypdal-like leads elsewhere. Producer Gauthier makes The Giant Pin an audio marvel of dense waves of thunder and discretely placed, fully defined instrumental voices that are warm and thick or bright and shiny as the music demands.
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