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Scott Amendola Band
Cry
by John Chacona
Bookended by Brian Wilson and Lou Harrison, California Music can conjure, for those of us in the East, an easygoing melodicism and Asian-influenced flavor. And Cryptogramophone, the splendid little LA label, has released CDs that confirm both of those perceptions. But things haven’t been so wonderful in California lately, and these releases…confirm the mounting dread and grittiness of life on the Left Coast. Rather than the bright primary hues, the prevailing color on (this) CD is slate gray. The rhythms tend toward the crushing end of 4/4 and there’s a prevailing grimness and hard-bitten realism that one associates more with New York.
Drummer Scott Amendola, too has an overt political agenda, as the titles (and the cover credit of inspiration by Mahalia Jackson reveal). The CD leads off with the traditional “His Eye Is On the Sparrow,” in an Americana vein punctuated by Jenny Scheinman’s mountain-y violin. That vibe is echoed in the long “A Cry for John Brown,” wherein the Cloudsplitter is invoked principally by Eric Crystal’s saxophone. Crystal is a solid player, but he lacks the tonal heft and weighty attack this material often demands. Nels Cline is a certified guitar hero (or maybe antihero), but he’s subdued here, coming forward to shine on Streetbeat, Ornettish with a headlong, rushing melodic figure. It’s the brightest thing on the CD. The emotional centerpiece of the session is a highly inflected, accusatory cover of Dylan’s “Masters of War,” sung by Carla Bozulich, who, with Cline, was a member of L.A.’s Geraldine Fibbers. She delivers her prescient (the CD was recorded in January, May and June 2002) antiwar screed like an Appalachian murder ballad. It’s very emo, and suddenly appropriate, but the anguish of the performance is too hot; Bozulich’s vehemence burns itself out. There are some wonderful ideas here, and Cry certainly has the conceptual part down, but falls just a bit short of the compression of utterance and casual mastery that I have come to expect from Cryptogramophone. 
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