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ALEX CLINE/KAORU/MIYA MASAOKA /G.E. STINSON
Cloud Plate

Review by Ken Waxman, August 22, 2005
(excerpted from a double review of Cloud Plate and 

The Gospel Record by Derek Bailey/Amy Denio/Dennis Palmer)
Using the human voice in improvisation can be tricky. Singing words brings with it the fear that metrical qualities will overtake spontaneous interaction; used wordlessly, its proper place among other instruments is suspect and sometimes redundant. 

CLOUD PLATE…deals with variations of these snags and does not fully overcome the obstacles…Kaoru – no last name – so diffuses her vocal timbres through electronics that often you lose track of the human element, especially when she seem to be expressing herself in ethereal tones that are neither Japanese nor English.

…


CLOUD PLATE may be envisioned as (a major statement), and that’s part of its predicament. At almost 66½ minutes – with three tracks around the 13 minute mark – the otherworldly, atmospheric timbres sometimes get a bit wan. Contributing to this pallid wash is the instrumentation of the Los Angeles-based musicians.

G.E. Stinson, who co-founded the Jazz/Rock/World Music band Shadowfax, brings guitars and so-called implements to the session. Miya Masaoko who performs traditional Japanese, notated contemporary, performance pieces and improvisations with musicians such as trombonist George Lewis, uses an electric koto to produce miasmic sounds. Only percussionist Alex Cline, who has worked in bands with Stinson as well as reedist Vinny Golia among many others, brings a concentrated rhythmic sensibility to the eight tracks filled with reverberating strings and vocal tones from Kaoru, an ongoing Stinson collaborator. 

Using what sounds like a vocoder to turn her voice robotic and synthesized, Kaoru’s contributions often seem barely there, and as if she’s reciting prose rather than singing. With the buzzing of so-called electronic effects and the projection of string drones dominating most tracks, much of her vocalizing is out-of- earshot mumbling. Infantile cries and ethereal tones, often distorted, are heard as well. Periodically it may be that words are part of her disconsolate sounding plaints, but precise language and sense are lost among the musical mists.

These include abrasive reverb, intentional distortion and scratched string runs from Stinson’s guitar, and ricocheting cymbal claps, metallic pings and hollow resonation from Cline’s percussion. When all these sounds, real and sampled, link to the cascade of scrapes and wiggles that characterize Masaoka’s koto turns, the effect is that of skewed gagaku music. Replication or crinkling rice paper is heard on both the first and final tracks, serving as connective tissue for real-time improvisations.

Among the ruffling chords and chromatic picking the most satisfying performance is “Naming”, which clocks in at fewer than three minutes. Yet all the tones stretched to excessive length elsewhere are presented and accounted for here. There are multi-tracked cries, whispers and shouts from the vocalist, bells and gong rattling from the percussionist, singular finger picking from the guitarist and sweeping colors from the kotoist.

“Assisted Collapse” is the other track that makes more of an impression since it’s much livelier than the rest. Mixing slanting arpeggios from Masaoka, ratcheting flams and ringing bell tones from Cline, and an underlying guitar drone which accelerates to fuzz tones and down to finger picking action, the tune logically reaches a climax then dribbles away to silence.

No one is suggesting that CLOUD PLATE could or should be condensed…but briefer tracks and more succinct idea elaboration may have produced a more memorable session.
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