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For those that have not been paying attention to the Left Coast scene for the last decade or so (or if you are a curious Wilco fan), Nels Cline has been ripping it up with his own blend of alchemy for years in an array of settings. Specifically, he has worked with rockers like Mike Watt, spent time as one of the Geraldine Fibbers (with Carla Bozulich) and collaborated with a ton of other open-minded improv stylists: His drummer brother Alex, skinsman Gregg Bendian, the cooperative Quartet Music, his own groups Nels Cline Singers and Destroy All Nels Cline, and the godfather of West Coast improvised music, reedist Vinny Golia. All situations have challenged Cline, his co-conspirators, and of course, the audience, which has provided the guitarist with quite a rep.

As for Cline's Singers project, it is a "kitchen sink" affair where Cline and his cohorts—bassist Devin Hoff and drummer Scott Amendola—look to a vast expanse of influences both sound and genre-wise to create their own concoction. This winning mix of elements (rock, jazz, "avant" whatever, improv, etc.) keeps the listener guessing and the trio's cohesion is a rare feat for a collective with only two records to date.

The Singers' new release, The Giant Pin, begins with "Blues, Too", arguably one of the disc's most accessible pieces, which combines a loose, yet prepared melodic line in conjunction with Cline's clean-toned approach. The same goes for the pleasant terrains of the glistening "Bright Moon". Cline's wiry guitar, though, takes flight almost immediately on the record's second track, "Fly, Fly", where he displays his trademark compositional mix of jazz and rock material with head-scratching sounds emerging from his axe, as the band trashes and roars alongside. Following a similar rollicking groove, "Square King" is the record's most compelling track, as Hoff and Amendola initially set the pace for Cline's gut-wrenching, passionate lines to spill forth.

Mood-shifting also plays an important role for this dramatic program, including the terse, totally improvised piece "Friar", with its prickly, swamp-dwelling soundscapes, as well as the aptly titled "Spell", which provides a chance to hear the trio literally breathing together. Of course, not everything is balls-to-the-wall freakouts or abstract insomnia; rather, poignant balladry also demonstrates the band's more reflective side. "The Ballad Of Devin Hoff" is a fitting showpiece for the bassist's striking pizzicato work as the others step aside to let him do his thing. Another true centerpiece of the record is the epic "Something About David", where Cline's tender, reflective thoughts brood amid Amendola's treatments before the trio congeals to highlight the guitarist's heartbreaking fuzz-toned solo work. Also of note is the record's concluding "Watch Over Us", a quiet, introspective farewell that will leave you contemplating the hour that has just passed.

The Giant Pin may very well be Cline's strongest record, and coincidentally, one of the most beautiful in terms of packaging you're likely to see on the market. A "must-have" for fans of boundary-pushing music, one can only hope that Cline's new responsibilities as a full-time member of Wilco will not restrict his opportunities to work with this highly intuitive group.
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