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Ah, those Cline boys.  What will these left-coast progressives do next?  As for guitarist Nels, his much-publicized work with Wilco and his Singers group have kept his name in lights as of late.  But what of percussionist brother Alex?  As the spell-inducing Cloud Plate demonstrates, he’s been hard at work crafting genre-defying improvised music that calls upon the strengths of his co-collaborators, without giving in to a selfish display of chops-miestering that would be an easy way out.  It is indeed the combined cast of characters that makes this such a unique listening experience, with Cline’s arsenal alongside Kaoru’s mostly wordless vocalizing, Maya Masaoka’s koto, and the record’s secret weapon (and stop laughing about his involvement with Shadowfax already) G.E. Stinson’s haunting guitar soundscapes.  The cast creates an edgy balance, with a heady sense of mystery and fumes from seemingly ancient worlds.

In its most basic parameters, this quartet tosses out 66 minutes of improvised terrains where the colors and textures eschew any semblance of four-on-the-floor grooves or melodic conceptions.  Often, the head-shaking reflex of disbelief sets in—in other words, how the heck did they make music that is so dense and on the spot?  Even more remarkable is that this is the first experiment with one another, providing a seamless interface for these incongruous instruments.  This is particularly true of the interaction between Stinson’s shimmering effects-laden atmospheres and Masaoka’s piquant prickles or bowed shards.  Of course, amidst these associations, Kaoru’s shiny voice squabbles and Cline’s pitter-patter accents ebb and flow. 

Regarding the performances themselves, though the results are moody and introspective, they are hardly predictable.  “Ions” announces the downright scary worlds heard throughout, like smoke billowing up to the ceiling.  But tracks like “Robot Mundra”, with Stinson’s helicopter-like whirls, “Cloud”, with Masaoka’s bowed lines and Karou’s whispers, or the slowly unfolding “Visual Drift”, highlighted by Stinson’s sweet, cinematic washes, announce what may be termed “world improv” for lack of better terminology.  The ceremonial nature of several pieces is quite potent, such as on the reverie of “Mountain”, the multi-sectioned “Visual Drift” that even presents an ostinato pattern or two (thanks to Cline) or the most compelling piece of the record, “Assisted Collapse”, with its rush of blood, elevated tension, and Cline’s most active endeavor (catch the concluding blowup with Cline’s drumset matching Stinson’s overdriven guitar histrionics).

The emotional content is also significant, as tracks like “Mountain” and the concluding “Face” demonstrate the sort of heavy-heartedness not normally found on a record with such core values. Equally interesting is that there are also a few moments like “Naming” with the ticklish Stinson/Masaoka and occasional Cline explosions—a jarring interlude, all things considered.

Though many of the tracks contained here do tend to demand listeners’ attention, particularly at lengths over 13 minutes, the evidence demonstrates that Cryptogramophone’s support has been a boon to Cline.  If The Constant Flame and now Cloud Plate are harbingers of future work, listeners will continue to be in for an enticing challenge whenever they see Alex Cline’s name. 

