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Back to the Jazz Standard tonight, where Jeff Gauthier's "Cryptonights" series continued with Nels Cline's Andrew Hill project. I caught the second set in the company of TONY colleague (and Dark Forces Swing blogger) Hank Shteamer and our brave, bold editor in chief, Brian Farnham, who has charged himself with the duty of accompanying every writer and editor on his staff to a representative event. (Brian was Hank's guest tonight; I still haven't decided what I'll be taking him to hear. His interest and effort, I must say, are incredibly inspiring.)

Most of the music in Cline's late set tonight was drawn from his recent Cryptogramophone CD, New Monastery. (You can read Hank's brief review of the disc here.) As on the disc, the band included veteran cornetist Bobby Bradford, Bay Area clarinetist Ben Goldberg, New Yorker Andrea Parkins on accordion and electronic effects, bassist Devin Hoff and drummer Scott Amendola. The last two are the guitarist's regular partners in his excellent current trio, the Nels Cline Singers.

The set opened with "Dedication," its stealthy free-time splatter slightly marred by persistent microphone feedback, despite which Goldberg provided some gorgeously tawny work on what I assumed to be a contrabass clarinet. (Although much of his playing was in a range I associate with the bass clarinet, this was a paperclip-configuration metal instrument with an endpin.) A medley of "Yokada Yokada" and "The Rumproller" featured waggishly bluesy playing from Bradford and a barnburning solo from Goldberg, backed by Hoff's rumbling pulse and Amendola's light, lithe swing, then shifted gears into a surf-rock blowout punctuated by sputtering noise interludes and crushing groans from Parkins's squeezebox.

"Yomo," a track from Hill's Mosaic Select anthology of mostly unreleased tracks from his Blue Note tenure, opened with Amendola's electronically tweaked mbira and a high-pitched drone from Hoff, with occasional spoken interjections from Bradford. Early on, the piece rippled and surged like the surface of a lake; later, Cline and the rhythm section surged into something of a bebop apocalypse.

Cline, Hoff and Amendola opened a medley of "Reconciliation" and "New Monastery" with a relaxed, understated swing that proved the guitarist hasn't forgotten a lick or trick during his later alt-rock adventures with the Geraldine Fibbers and Wilco. Is he a jazzer with a ornery maverick streak? A rocker with unusually musicianly tendencies? Both, and more besides. I'd be hard pressed to name a musician more versatile than Cline, or one more capable of playing so naturally and convincingly in any conceivable setting.

The set's finale, "Compulsion," offered a full-blown punk-rock rave-up between its happily loping open and close. Parkins seemed to be exorcising demons -- or perhaps taking revenge on whatever relative consigned her to youthful accordion lessons -- with every furious pump of her bellows. One of New York's most consistently inventive and satisfying players, Parkins doesn't receive nearly as much recognition as she should, mainly because her artistry is so protean that it can be hard to draw a bead on how to define and describe it. Here, for once, I had no such problem: plain and simple -- and not for the first time -- Andrea Parkins was my favorite rock star.

As I mentioned briefly in my first "Cryptonights" post, Andrew Hill himself played with a trio at Trinity Church earlier in the afternoon. Hank actually trekked downtown to catch the performance live, as did New York Times scribe Nate Chinen, whose double review of the Hill matinee and Cline's first set tonight will presumably run on Saturday. I contented myself with the webcast, knowing that Trinity Church does these exceptionally well.

The hourlong performance featured loosely knit, slightly diffuse music with more than a hint of gospel to it. To my ears, there was also something else: a hint of the same air that haunts Duke Ellington's And His Mother Called Him Bill. A feeling of poignance, melancholy, finality. Hill's serious health issues are no secret, and he looked thin and gaunt on camera. It was a testament to the man's spirit that he could still fill a church so large with so much sound and feeling. Drummer Eric McPherson provided tasteful, restrained accompaniment; bassist John Hebert was simply magnificent, alert to every direction and possibility provided by the music. But you don't have to take my word for it -- the entire show is already archived and ready for 
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