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When it was announced that guitarist Nels Cline was working on a CD based on the music of the enigmatic pianist Andrew Hill, it was clear that this wasn’t going to be a straightforward tribute album. Sure, Cline has been known to slip pieces by Thelonius Monk or Carla Bley and dedications to Horace Tapscott or Charlie Haden into sets by his skronking electric guitar/bass/drums trio The Nels Cline Singers. He also faced off with Gregg Bendian to revisit Coltrane’s Interstellar Space and was a key participant in ROVA’s Electric Ascension. He’s also participated in sessions led by Vinny Glia, Tim Berne and Julius Hemphill. But Andrew Hill? Here is someone from the radical post-bop pantheon of the ‘60s who is still creating vital music four decades later, someone who created a body of classic compositions that has rarely been tackled by others. Probably nobody doubted that Cline had the sophistication and thoughtfulness to pull this off, and the great news is that he has managed to put together an all-star crew to tackle the work. Bassist Devin Hoff and drummer Scott Amendola from his trio are augmented by Andrea Parkins on accordion, Ben Goldberg on clarinet, Bobby Bradford on trumpet, and brother Alex Cline on percussion for a few tracks.
Cline manages to reinvent Hill’s work while still capturing the essence of the music. He started out coming up with transcriptions of pieces from the early ‘60s like “Pumpkin” from Black Fire or ‘New Monastery” from Point of Departure as well as pieces from the last few years like “11/8” from A Beautiful Day or “Not Sa No Sa” from The Day the World Stood Still. He’s even thrown in “The Rumproller” which Hill wrote for Lee Morgan. Then he mixed them into sprawling suites which the ensemble attacks with a heady mix of tightly arranged readings of the themes and blistering collective freedom. For the most part, they eschew any sense of playing the head and following with a string of solos. The improvisations may start with a free deconstruction before the theme emerges. Or they may hit in lock-step like on “Yokada Yokada” which then careens into a freaked out tear through “Rumproller” before heading off into freedom only to circle back to the opening theme.
Cline delivers some blistering electric guitar, but he also shows his versatility, calling just as often on resonant, lyrical jazz voicings. Hoff and Amendola lock in on the rhythms, swinging the music along with a malleable sense of time and meter while also stepping out for some strong solos. Parkins’ time with Ellery Eskelin’s trio shows here and he accordion sounds like everything from an organ to a synthesizer as she fills out the ensemble sound. But it is the addition of Goldberg and Bradford that really sets this ensemble apart. Goldberg is one of the unsung clarinet masters (as proved again by his recent the door, the hat, the chair, the fact, also on Cryptogramophone.) Here, he switches back and forth between Bb and bass clarinets, providing a lissome voice to the often raucous edge of the ensemble. The opening of the “MacNeil Island/Pumpkin” suite where he duets with Cline is a study in lyrical abstraction. Bradford is a contemporary of Hill’s and has been at this kind of playing since his early ‘60s forays with Ornette Coleman. Here, his masterful sense of melodic freedom and open flow invests the improvisations with a seasoned fervor. There are moments when the improvisations threaten to careen out of control, but somehow, the collective interplay always manages to pull things around. Cline’s personal take on Hill’s legacy proves to be the ultimate tribute to the master. –Michael Rosenstein
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