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Fall 2004
Nels Cline Singers
The Giant Pin
by Jason Bivins
While the old Nels Cline trio of the 1990s delivered some excellent pan-genre recordings, the Nels Cline Singers (where the crazed six-string cosmonaut is paired with bassist Devin Hoff and drummer Scott Amendola) is likely his most sympathetic group yet. As Cline himself admits, this album is something of a consummation, a taking stock of the multiple styles and approaches he and his mates have developed over the years. They take in fractured post-bop swinging (as on the opening “Blues, Too”), wailing skronk (his brutal exchanges with Amendola on “Fly Fly”), lush drone-like drifting (“The Ballad of Devin Hoff”), and heartfelt electronic balladry (the gorgeous “Something About David H.,” featuring keyboards and sampling courtesy of Jon Brion, who also sits in on the album’s closer, “Watch Over Us”). Cline’s technique still dazzles, his incorporation of electronics and loops still unsettles, his phrasing is still wonderfully provocative, and the sheer force of the trio still overwhelms (especially on rockist tracks like “He Still Carries a Torch for Her,” graced by guest wordless vocals from Deerhoof’s Greg Saunier). At the end of the day, there is little here that will radically alter one’s appraisal of the man and his music; it’s simply another very good Nels record. But with so few eclectic guitarists actually coming up with a meaningful synthesis of idioms—and so many who try desperately—that’s more than enough for me. 
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