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BB&C'S THE VEIL: STREET DATE JUNE 7, 2011

A LIVE CYCLONE FROM AVANTEERS TIM BERNE, JIM BLACK & NELS CLINE
 
The tradition of electronified powerhouse jamming extends back to Miles Davis and Led Zeppelin circa 1970, but rarely has it achieved the artful balance of BB&C's The Veil.  BB&C's acronym stands for alto saxist Tim Berne, drummer Jim Black and guitarist Nels Cline -- old friends with a long history of collaboration in the universe of extreme improv. Cline recorded with Berne as early as 1980; Berne and Black logged many miles in the 1990s with Bloodcount. Formed in 2009, BB&C (sometimes called Sons of Champignon) erupted that year in New York with two July 30 sets at John Zorn's The Stone, providing the source material for The Veil.
 
It was a hot night in more ways than one -- "over 100 degrees, packed and sweaty," says Cline, who knows something about perspiration via his six years with alt-rock jamsters Wilco, not to mention many energetic expressions leading his own groups. Says Black, "I hadn't planned on a wet-T-shirt display"; Berne describes the atmosphere as "like a New York subway in midsummer." Urged on by a rabid audience that included fellow musicians Mike Watt and Yuka Honda, BB&C did not wilt, generating wave after wave of nonstop ecstasy. (For convenience, track numbers have been added and song names assigned within two largely continuous excursions.)
 
The BB&C group dynamic veers far from the trio tradition. Although Black, known for his work with Dave Douglas, does his share of evil slogging and funky jerking, he demonstrates why one of his groups is called Alasnoaxis: More than a groover, he uses his kit as a cement mixer and a catapult, sometimes hand-triggering spacy effects or electronic bass on computer. Cline says Black inspires him toward the feel of I Sing the Body Electric-era Weather Report and the energy of Slayer: The guitarist scrambles, crunches and spiels, one minute drifting into nebulas of early Tangerine Dream, the next melting with Berne into peaceful Coltrane-like figures. Few saxists other than Berne would say, "I've always wished I'd been a bass player, so I try to think like one onstage"; fewer still could back it up with this display of uniting geometry -- he spins repetitions like an electron around a nucleus, or ricochets within a defined space to delineate a listening field.
 
Those who've seen BB&C live know that the trio's aural roles are reflected physically, with big Berne standing like sculpture, little Black roiling in constant motion, and lanky Cline rocking like a deckhand between jolts of electric shock. For all the energy they expend, though, the three find their greatest virtue in the ability to take a fresh breath -- the concluding "Tiny Moment," 12 minutes of sheer beauty, is a glowing example.
 
The sound, recorded by Joseph Branchiforte, rages with appropriate force and humidity. And the legendary Cryptogramophone packaging values hold true: Cline, who collaborated with label head Jeff Gauthier on production and design, says that Carole Kim's mysterious cover image tuned in so precisely to the music's vibe that he wanted the title to describe the image as well.
 
Though musicians such as Berne, Black and Cline can write when they need to, BB&C possess enough of an cask-aged blend that they can just step up and bring the magic. Black says they began with only three guidelines: Play loud; play your ass off; take no prisoners.
Got it.
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