
My Favorite World #1

Two articles for the debut of My Favorite World. What can I
say? I’m enthusiastic.

Room
Nels Cline and Julian Lage
Mack Avenue Records
www.nelscline.com
Nels  Cline  is  a  58  year  old,  self-described  “fake  jazz”
guitarist known most widely for his membership in the band
Wilco. Julian Lage is a 26 year old jazz phenom, the heir
apparent to Jim Hall, with unmatched technique and harmonic
sophistication. “Room” is their first recording together; if
we’re lucky, it won’t be the last.

Straight up: this is music by and for guitarists. Anybody who
loves quirky and beautiful music will like it too, but anyone
with an addiction to the 6-string beast will listen to this
over and over with head shaking ‘how the hell did they do
that?’ amazement.

While Cline has a reputation for extreme sonic manipulations,
the  game  here  is  pure  guitar  tone.  Cline  (in  the  right
channel) alternates between a pair of Gibsons – a 965 Barney
Kessel archtop and a 1962 J-200 acoustic. On the left side,
Lage plays his Linda Manzer archtop and 1939 000-18 acoustic
(the latter featured in the recent Lage-Eldridge performance
in Tallahassee). No overdubs, no pedals or effects – just a
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couple  of  guys  having  a  wide-ranging  conversation  with
guitars.

It’s  hard  to  predict  how  ‘normal’<fn>i.e.,  non-guitargeek
people</fn> people will respond to this music. At times it is
aggressive and dissonant; other passages are melodic, lyrical,
and soothing. Crimson-esque angularity gives way to a ballad
that Pat Metheny could have written, and here comes something
that sounds like Ornette’s harmolodics before we hear the
ghost of Jim Hall. The tone and interaction also recall the
great duets of John Abercrombie and Ralph Towner. The guitar
chops are astounding throughout, but it’s their ears that
really do the work here. Lage and Cline are on their toes,
keyed into each other’s comments and asides in a way that
often  makes  their  free  passages  sound  pre-arranged,  with
clusters and flurries mounting atop one another and relieved
by sparse bell rings at just the right moment. And though
their styles are distinctive, there are moments when the sum
of the parts makes it impossible to tell who is doing what,
moments when they sound like one instrument, one player.

In a recent interview with Premier Guitar, Cline described a
compositional approach based on “squibs”, “…tiny written areas
of music to be connected with free improv. I would play an
idea, Julian would harmonize on the spot, and we’d take it
from there before going completely free.”

Lage: “The squibs are distinctive in nature. Even if only four
or eight bars long, they’re very directive and can sustain
long improvisations. Nels writes in such a way that leaves so
much room for spontaneous composition. It’s so cool that, in
this setting, nothing is off-limits—a strong backbeat groove
is given equal consideration to something more fluid. It’s
really a shared concept, as Nels says—a tip of the hat to
Jimmy Giuffre and that whole scene.”

OK, superb playing and a shout out to the monumentally great
Jimmy Giuffre.<fn>You can bet Giuffre will show up in a future
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MFW post.</fn> I am a happy boy.

Recordings like Room make life worth living. Check out the
Premier Guitar interview for more on these guys. Here’s a
video clip of the boys in action to brighten your day.

 

Tatsuya Nakatani
Live at Ruby Fruit Manor
Tallahassee, FL
11/24/14
Why is this my favorite world? Because you never know when a
stray Facebook post from one of the world’s great improvising
musicians announces that he will perform in your little town
in about an hour. So never mind the torrential rain or the
fact that you only have an iffy address in Railroad Square, no
contact number, no verification. Get up and go.

And sure enough, there was percussionist/acoustic sound artist
Tatsuya Nakatani with a miniaturized version of his percussion
array set up in the corner of a 12×12 foot bare room. Tatsuya
has performed and recorded with a who’s who catalog of free
improv  heavyweights,  including  Joe  McPhee,  Peter  Brotzman,
Billy Bang, Eyvind Kang, Ken Vandermark, Mary Halvorson, Shane
Perlowin,  Kaoru  Watanabe,  Eugene  Chadbourne,  and  Barre
Phillps. I suspect most people will not recognize any of those
names, but trust me, this guy is the real deal.

When I arrived, a local artist was kicking off the evening
with a solo keyboard performance heavily influenced by Terry
Riley. Sustained harmonic spreads alternated with denser drone
clusters. Nothing moved fast; this was music for people with
patience. The reward – typical of the so-called minimalist
movement  ushered  in  by  folks  like  Riley,  Charlemagne
Palestine, and La Monte Young – comes with the release offered

http://www.premierguitar.com/articles/21448-nels-cline-and-julian-lage-gnarly-humanist-and-the-twenty-something-terror
http://www.premierguitar.com/articles/21448-nels-cline-and-julian-lage-gnarly-humanist-and-the-twenty-something-terror


by subtle shifts in tonality at unexpected moments. I’d never
heard of Chantelle Dorsey (the artist known as Black Sun Black
Moon) before this evening. It was a welcome discovery.

Tatsuya began by chatting up the crowd of 20 or so, talking
about touring, sleeping and cooking in the van, good gigs and
bad gigs, how he sometimes wonders whether it’s all worth it.
(The tour began on September 4; he will finally return home to
Pennsylvania in late December. He travels alone.) He’s a very
personable guy, with a warm smile and easy laugh. Too often,
the  improv  scene  suffers  a  grim  demeanor  and  heavy  mood.
Tatsuya is serious about his work, but never somber, and his
amiability invites listeners into a compatible collaboration
that recognizes the audience as an equal partner to the music
and musician. This is no small thing, especially when the
music is “challenging”.

Settled in behind a snare/kick/floor tom kit, a rototom, a
medium-sized gong, and a pile of cymbals at his feet, Tatsuya
began by gently vibrating the gong with one of his handmade
bows. It’s hard to believe the range of sounds available from
this simple gesture; the buildup of overtones can trick the
ear into believing there are violins, a church organ, people
singing, a synthesizer. He brought his kick drum in a slow
fade-in until a distinct pulse emerged. While his playing is
not typically rhythmic in a traditional sense, it frequently
features  a  prominent  pulse  that  provides  an  anchor  for
listeners.  Always  free  form  and  generally  abstract,  his
improvisation displayed an internal formal logic that framed
the entire piece.

He moved through a range of sonic manipulations – handheld
cymbals and kitchen whisks scraping drum heads; temple bells
rubbed against one another or against a cymbal laid across a
drum, multiple cymbals rubbed, tapped, and bent against one
another. The effect ranged from a stiff wind through a bamboo
forest to angelic choirs to a metalworks in full roar. This
gave way to a Krupa-esque drum flurry, exactly what it might



sound like if someone shoved old Gene down a flight of stairs
in mid-solo. And then the bit that really grabbed me – he held
a small cymbal to his mouth and blew through the mount hole,
treating the metal disc like a horn mouthpiece. This gesture
culminated in his blowing through the cymbal as it lay flat on
the snare drum to create a roomful of saxophones replicating a
pack of whinnying puppies and hounds. The original kickdrum
pulse returned, and then back to the bowed gong to bring the
entire piece full circle. As the last vibrations faded away,
the audience provided a sustained communal silence to bring
the piece to a close.

Tatsuya Nakatani’s music is available through his website. I
particularly  recommend  his  duo  album  with  guitarist  Shane
Perlowin. You can also order his handmade bows and conduct
your own sonic manipulations in the privacy of your own home.
(Gongs and cymbals sold separately.) Wherever you are, keep an
ear out and grab any opportunity to see him perform live.

Here’s a pretty good video of Tatsuya solo in 2013.
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