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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.

First up is the Scott Amendola Band’s Believe (Cryptogramophone 123). Percussionist Amendola has been a fixture on the Bay Area improv scene for some time now, but he’s still probably best known for his tenure in the Nels Cline Singers. A shame, then, that his own records have probably been mostly overlooked. On their third full-length (and second for Crypto), the band has expanded to include not just Amendola (here on drums, percussion, loops, live electronics, treatments, electric mbira, and melodica), violinist Jenny Scheinman, and guitarist Nels Cline (who brought along his six-string, 12-string, and lap steel), but new bassist John Shifflett (stepping in for his predecessor Todd Sickafoose) and second guitarist Jeff Parker. Like previous albums, this entry from Amendola’s Band covers an often baffling range of genres and improvisational approaches, from fully arranged to completely free, from Afro-groove to gnarled post-bop. That will surely leave some listeners scratching their heads (indeed, the quasi-country of “Buffalo Bird Woman” – apparently a tribute to Crazy Horse – is a bit undercooked to me, no matter how many times Amendola and Cline have played Red Headed Stranger). And there will also be those who find the frequently lush textures and sunny disposition (particularly on tracks like “If Only Once,” which recall 1970s sessions by, say, Ralph Towner or John Abercrombie) not to their liking. But those folks will miss out on a recording that’s fun and pleasant in addition to its other virtues. For example, the title track is all about textures being drawn to an elusive groove, hinted at, toyed with, ignored, but finally embraced. It’s loose and establishes all voices before the band races into the Fela-like “Olapido,” where Parker and Cline bubble together before the former lets loose with a wonderful wah-tweaked solo. In many places, Scheinman’s comparably light presence contrasts with the dense, burrowing styles of the guitarists (who themselves play quite distinctively, with Parker’s arch, bop-inflected style sitting comfortably next Cline’s electro-wizardry). The disparate parts come together best on the most openly pulse-based materials, from the quirky bop-influenced “Smarty Pants” to the brooding funk of “Resistance.” All in all there’s little here that’s ground-breaking but it sure is pleasant enough.

####

