The Absolute Sound


They may be twins and occasionally perform together on various projects, but in the two-plus decades since they made up half of the acoustic chamber-jazz group Quartet Music (with violinist Jeff Gauthier and the late bassist Eric Von Essen), brothers Nels and Alex Cline have developed remarkably distinct musical sensibilities. Both work from broad, stylistically variegated, and virtually non-idiomatic aesthetics. The simultaneous release of Nels’ Coward and Alex’s Continuation underscores just how widely their individual paths diverge, and how they lead, in their own ways, into wondrous musical territory. Besides, guitarist Nels is a recording and performing dynamo, especially compared to drummer/percussionist Alex’s relatively restricted output under his own name. 


Becoming Wilco’s full-time lead guitarist in 2004 put nary a crimp in Nels Cline’s calendar. He’s clocked studio and road time with his Nels Cline Singers and drummer Scott Amendola’s band; appeared on CDs by violinist Gauthier, keyboardist Alan Pasqua, trumpeter Steven Bernstein, and many others; fashioned an album tribute to Andrew Hill; composed and recorded pieces for a forthcoming book on artist Ed Ruscha. Incredibly, Coward is his first full-length solo recording. He manages to sound orchestral through the layering of acoustic and electric guitars, effects, (harmonium-like), shruti boxes, autoharp, “zither things,” and devices known by names such as Megamouth, Quintronics Drum Buddy, and Kaossilator. But, with the dreamy opener “Epiphyllum” and ambient electric guitar closer “Cymbidium” as bookends, the aural core of Coward is acoustic. 


The record’s emotional centerpiece is an 18-minute freely ranging, obliquely angled acoustic homage to Rod Poole, Cline’s late cohort in the Acoustic Guitar Trio. Less poignant but no less expansive, “Onan Suite” allows the guitarist to get his spacey freak-folk/prog ya-yas out, as he strum like a Chicago post-rocker near the end. While other tracks echo the influences of Robbie Basho, Fred Frith, and Thurston Moore, “Onan” shows that Cline may have listened as much to King Crimson and Yes. 


Alex Cline is more of a homebody than his brother. But his seven percussion-rich originals on Continuation evoke a global journey in which his chamber quintet gently penetrates the borders of southern, central, and eastern Asia, while keeping the avant-garde jazz of John Coltrane, Henry Threadgill, and the Art Ensemble of Chicago in its sights. Myra Melford (piano and harmonium), Jeff Gauthier (violin), Peggy Lee (cello), and Scott Walton (bass) take turns as lead voices and merge in and out of tracks ranging from five to more than 18 minutes in length. 


From a drum kit that he explores as thoroughly as anyone who’s ever picked up sticks and brushes, Cline governs a constantly swirling kaleidoscope of color. He adds deeply resonant gongs and shimmering bells to shift the ambience from jazz club to meditation hall to temple procession, and the mood from melancholy contemplation to joyful celebration. 


Both Clines take painterly approaches to composition and improvisation, but where Nels sometimes splatters sound like Jackson Pollack, Alex employs subtle brushstrokes to more Monet-like Impressionist ends. Both pack megapixels of musical information into their recordings. And on both albums, meticulous recording and mixing set all the details in sharp relief, sustaining the warmth and roundness of the instruments and situating them all (and Nels Clines’ overdubs) in lifelike proximity within a room-wide space that makes for equally enthralling listening experiences. 

-By Derk Richardson. 

