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Alex Cline, Kaoru, Miya Masaoka, G.E. Stinson
Cloud Plate
July 2005

By Jason Bivins

I’m going to stop simply asserting that West Coast improv is overlooked, in the perhaps naïve hope that by now listeners have realized this and begun purchasing releases on Nine Winds, Pfmentum, Balance Point Acoustics, and other labels. Of course one of the first places to listen in on what’s happening out West is the excellent Cryptogramophone label. With a growing roster centering around label head Jeff Gauthier (a fine violinist and composer), Steuart Liebig, and others, Crypto has already dropped a quartet of rich recordings this year.

Percussionist Alex Cline’s own records can be spotty affairs, despite his ridiculous talents. Some of his early releases (like his ECM recording) tended towards a New Age insubstantiality, concentrating on atmospherics and a baffling wide array of percussive effects. Yet in the right ensemble he can be a knockout. Cloud Plate (Cryptogramophone 121) places him in the company of Kaoru (vocals, percussion, sound toys, and effects), Miya Masaoka (koto and effects), and G. E. Stinson (guitar and implements). The closest I’ve come to hearing this grouping was on guitarist Stinson’s Vapor (a collection of assorted recording by various lineups, one of which included Kaoru). With Masaoka on board, there are more possibilities for contrast between the electric and the acoustic; without her at times obstinately idiomatic presence, Cloud Plate might dissolve into airy drift. In fact, these four had never played together prior to this recording session – so there are equal parts tentativeness and electricity in the air. “Robot Mudra” is built around a nice contrast between some kind of child’s toy noise and Masaoka before Stinson summons up floating clouds to waft through Cline’s maze of cymbals. An expertly processed voice adds a touch of menace, as does Cline’s vast bass drum thud (one almost gets the impression of witnessing some dark ritual). At times the shimmer and flutter go on a bit too long – and some of this stuff, like the drifting “Mountain,” wouldn’t be entirely out of place in a Lord of the Rings movie (the swooping choral sounds and whispering voices conjure up a Lothlorien of the mind) – but in general the feel is fairly transfixing. “Naming” is the most knotty of the pieces – with slashing work from Stinson, Cline, and Masaoka as Kaoru recites Japanese lyrics rather than focusing on sounds as she usually does – but the most powerful effect is reserved for the 13-minute “Assisted Collapse,” which builds into a large brooding monolith of sound, squalling furiously to conclusion before the disc’s gentle coda, “Face.” There are times when the soft focus and treacle that has marred some of Cline’s other records creeps in. But it has the occasional drawback and maudlin moment, this platter is a rich feast of contrasts: between the gravely ritualistic and the mischievous, electric and acoustic, idiomatic and free, clattering and airy.
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