


 
Alex Cline’s Blended Vocabularies
Jazz drummer? Exotic sound-maker?

For L.A.’s new-music impresario, it all goes together
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Horace Tapscott’s small band once played at Catalina Bar & Grill, when that club was in its original location on Cahuenga Boulevard. One night, before the group hit, word came that the regular drummer couldn’t make it. Tapscott asked, “Anybody know a drummer?” Bassist Roberto Miranda finally spoke up. “I know Alex Cline,” he offered. Tapscott simply asked, “Can he play?” Assured that Cline could do the job, Miranda was told to call him, and fast. As the musicians were playing their opener, Cline came in through the front door, walked to the bandstand, and began setting up his kit. The band members, who didn’t know him, threw skeptical glances at the sandy-haired drummer. Then Cline began playing – stoking the beat, goosing the soloists, and shading the contours of the tune. Frontline players felt the heat, turned around, and gave him grins. Before the set was over, the bandstand chatter included “We gotta get this guy again!”

There are at least two Alex Clines. The ensemble drummer gained instant validation in 1984, when alto saxophonist Julius Hemphill drafted Cline into his JAH Band. (Alex’s twin brother, guitarist Nels Cline, was also part of that crew.) A photo in the liners of Hemphill’s Georgia Blue album of that year shows Alex’s head, bookended by cymbals in mid-performance, with a crazed look in his eye and a mallet clenched in his teeth. A mature version of this Alex Cline drums for Arthur Blythe about once a month at Café Metropol in downtown L.A.

The other Alex Cline is a hand and mallet percussionist known for his improvised sound pieces. In years past, Cline the instant composer was likely to work in the midst of a hardware store’s worth of percussive instruments and found objects, girded by metal scaffolding that supported large gongs of various sizes. Bundt cake molds, plastic pill containers with small objects inside, and any number of “legitimate” and unorthodox instruments got equal use. A Paleolithic engraving of him in one of these settings would have given Eric von Däniken fodder for a second volume of Chariots of the Gods.

“The key thing to what I do,” confirms Cline, “is two extremes – jazz drum set player and exotic sound-making person. There’s this big expanse in between where unorthodox approaches and rhythmic ideas meet. These are blended vocabularies.”

The 50-year-old drummer plays straight time or no time with equal flourish and attention to nuance. Both Alex Clines are in short supply these days, but Cline the husband and father still finds time to curate SoCal’s long-running monthly Open Gate Theatre series. He’s provided exposure to many composers, players, and improvisers – all operating under the loose banner of “new music” – who have little or no chance of finding work in nightclubs and concert settings. The next installment, on March 3, will mark the 10-year anniversary of these concerts.

Occasionally, at the behest of the artists he presents, Cline is prevailed upon to play. Earlier this month, for example, he offered five short pieces at the Center for the Arts in Eagle Rock, Open Gate’s third home. A layout of instruments covered a 10-foot-square blanket – suspended gongs, numerous cymbals, and two large sets of bowls of various sizes. For 40 or so minutes, Cline held 30-some people in the acoustically resonant room in rapt silence. At various points, he would hold a bowl in his palm and rotate a wooden mortar around its rim, producing an eerie whirring that hung in the air for a minute or so after he stopped. These were Tibetan singing bowls.

He made clever use of a marching drum with a 36-inch head, setting various objects on the head to achieve novel sounds. At one juncture, he turned a group of small cymbals face down on the head, held them down, and struck them with mallets. The resulting sonic waves were almost identical to some of the space-age effects made by such 1960s electronic composers as Xenakis. On the same drumhead, Cline conjured another aural vocabulary with a chain, a California license plate, and a metal dog-food bowl.

The featured performer that night was composer Kraig Grady, who, on a pump organ, mixed and matched long, sustained microtones with violist Cat Lamb. Past the monotony, the subtleties of tone and texture grew quite intriguing, producing mental illusions that became larger with time. Grady represents just one point on the huge spectrum of artists who’ve found a forum in Open Gate. Cline and Open Gate partner Will Salmon have presented renegades from jazz, contemporary classical, and alternative, along with left-of-center music makers of all kinds. Yet the audience for such a series is, almost by definition, tiny.

“Even if there are great people on the bills, people don’t always turn out for them,” says vocal innovator and composer Bonnie Barnett. Cohost (with Emily Hay and Dan Krimm) of Trilogy, the weekly new-music show on KXLU (88.9 FM), she well understands the difficulties of keeping such a series afloat. “That’s the state of the new-music audience, and all of us have to make our own solutions to problems like that. But I’m grateful that Alex and Will have been so persistent.”

Barnett, whose work with multiple voices revels in acoustics and overtones, has equal regard for Open Gate’s current space. “It’s very homey, and when there’s a concert, that’s the only thing going on,” she says. “I used to love the weekly New Music Mondays,” the series curated by Nels Cline at the now-defunct Alligator Lounge in West L.A. “I loved the excitement at the Alligator and at Cryptonight at the Club Tropical. But the restaurant activity sometimes took the attention away from the music.

“If you want to drag a criticism out of me,” Barnett offers, “it’s only that Open Gate operates just once a month, and some of the same people get booked two and three times a year. It’s a problem with new-music vocalists. But you just have to be diligent and keep asking, ‘Can I get booked?’”

Yet the future of Open Gate is again in doubt. The Center for the Arts is raising the rent, even though Cline and Salmon can barely afford the space as it is. Cline intends to honor the bookings he already has through the spring. And he’s been here before.

“It’s been 10 years of this,” he says, “so … we’ll see. I don’t know right now; I have to talk it over with Will. It affects him in another way, because he’s been booking dance performances there through Open Gate Theatre as well. Folks still need a place to play, that much I know for sure!”

With his day job and familial responsibilities, one night a month is about as much as Cline can handle right now. What keeps him going? “The music itself, which consistently satisfies and inspires me,” he says. “I hardly go out anymore, so the concerts are how I hear music now. At this point I just want to be able to continue without too much stress.” Yet, he adds, “Whenever I felt like throwing in the towel,  next concert and say to myself, ‘I can’t stop this. It’s too important.’”
Celebrate the tenth anniversary of the Open Gate Theatre series, Sun., March 3, at Center for the Arts, Eagle Rock, at 7 p.m. Info: (626) 795-4989 or Liraproductions.com.
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