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NELS CLINE 
 
To be sure, the guitarist and composer Nels Cline has range. Think of how he elevates the songs of Jeff 
Tweedy as a member of Wilco, or the diverse musical terrain he’s traversed on his albums for Blue Note 
Records over the past decade — from the gorgeous, sweeping mood music of Lovers to the wide-open sonic 
audacity of Share the Wealth, the latter featuring his longtime group the Nels Cline Singers. 
 
Now comes Consentrik Quartet, the eponymous debut showcasing a newer band comprising tenor and 
soprano saxophonist Ingrid Laubrock, bassist Chris Lightcap, and drummer Tom Rainey. By turns swinging, 
grooving, bracing, mesmeric and quietly stunning, Consentrik Quartet spotlights the ensemble’s profound 
chemistry as well as Cline’s versatility as both a player and a writer in a focused context where his gifts can 
be appreciated with absolute clarity. 
 
It also underscores his ceaseless appetite for and encyclopedic knowledge of great improvised music: 
Committed jazz observers might hear echoes of the sax/guitar frontline attack and programmatic scope of 
the Joe Lovano/John Scofield quartets, as well as the soft-spoken intensity and seamless blend of composition 
and improvisation that defined the various iterations of the Jimmy Giuffre 3. In fact, Consentrik Quartet feels 
at times like a roadmap to Cline’s rich and considered palette of influences — from the new-music hues of 
“The Returning Angel” and “Allende” to the groove hypnosis of “The 23” and the free-swinging “Surplus,” 
where Cline punctuates well-drawn post-bop lines with gritty electric-blues phrases. 
  
A double LP that remains compelling from beginning to end, Consentrik Quartet can feel more like a best-of 
compilation than a new work. To put it a different way, it just might be the finest leader recording of Cline’s 
long and storied career. And with its deft balance of swing and the avant-garde — check out “The Bag” — it’s 
also a terrific and meaningful addition to the Blue Note catalog, calling to mind the label’s 1960s classics by 
Andrew Hill, Eric Dolphy, and others. 
 
Of course Cline, a genial and generous man, can’t help but channel praise toward his empathetic bandmates. 
Compared to his often-otherworldly Singers, he explains, the Consentrik Quartet is “much more of a jazz 
group, if I dare use that word. I wanted to have the music reflect the players, and have the players come forth 
so that everybody is able to hear them and enjoy their lucidity and their mastery.” 
 
To start, “I’ve got one of the greatest drummers on the planet in the band” in Tom Rainey, says Cline. Rainey, 
probably best known for his work with Tim Berne and Laubrock, his spouse, is that rare avant-gardist who 
can expertly color and improvise freely, then swing with old-school ferocity. Cline wrote “The Bag” as a 
dedication to Rainey, whose opening drum solo hits like a master class in the art of drum-kit-as-orchestra. 
Lightcap has earned acclaim for his original music and his collaborations with Regina Carter, Craig Taborn, 
Joe Morris, Matt Wilson, and other luminaries, and Cline praises the vast reach of his skills. As heard on the 
extended solo intro to “Question Marks (The Spot),” he is capable of inspired melodic and narrative playing 
in the post-Scott LaFaro and Charlie Haden mold, but he also “plays real bass bass,” as Cline puts it. “He has 
that solid, supportive thing,” he adds. “Deep feel.” 
 
A superb avant-gardist whose music is equally challenging and alluring, Laubrock has left Cline dumbstruck 
over the years as a co-leader with Rainey and in groups like guitarist Mary Halvorson’s octet. “I heard her 



negotiating these perplexing chord changes in that band, with this amazing combination of great facility but 
also a kind of intimacy,” he says. “Honestly, when I listen to her playing on the Consentrik record, I’m 
consistently blown away. To me, it sounds like it’s her record because of how she shines.” Cline and Laubrock 
urge each other toward greater heights throughout, sparring and entangling to riveting effect on tracks like 
“House of Steam.” 
 
Cline wrote one of the album’s most remarkable pieces, “Satomi,” in tribute to Satomi Matsuzaki of the 
experimental-rock titans Deerhoof. During the pandemic, despite experiencing profound and tragic life 
changes, Matsuzaki provided a ballast to Cline and his wife, the musician Yuka Honda. “Satomi is an amazing 
artist,” Cline begins, “but she’s also an incredible friend. She’s the kind of person who is just there for you.” 
 
“The first part of the piece is a reflection of Deerhoof, and more specifically her exuberance and amazing 
energy,” Cline says. “And the second half is my reflection on the challenges she faced during the pandemic; 
basically, I’m sending a message to her musically that I care. It’s thoughtful and slightly sad until the very end, 
where there’s a bit of resolution — a light at the end of the tunnel, or a kind of prayer.” In its melancholy 
stillness, the album-closing “Time of No Sirens” is similarly affecting. 
 
The pandemic figures heavily into the Consentrik story. Cline first assembled these musicians six years ago, 
for a free-improvisation set at the Brooklyn outpost of John Zorn’s venue The Stone. Soon after, Cline became 
aware of a commission and grant opportunity through the renowned Philadelphia arts organization Ars Nova 
Workshop, to compose new music and tour it in the Eastern U.S. “So I wrote about why I thought this was 
something I’d want to do, and I got the grant,” Cline says. “And then the pandemic hit.” 
 
Cline estimates he wrote half of this material during lockdown, first in Brooklyn and then in rural upstate New 
York, where he and his wife relocated. “Suddenly,” Cline recalls, “we were enveloped in silence.” The respite 
afforded Cline the bandwidth to immerse himself in writing, and to think in a diligent way about what the 
Consentrik aesthetic could be. “Initially, for myself anyway, my sonic palette, I was looking at a more 
conservative approach—a little more traditional, I guess you’d say.” But Cline’s imagination, it turns out, is 
too fertile to be hemmed in by artistic parameters—even if he sets them himself. “Over time, I found myself 
looping and writing funkier grooving tunes,” he says. 
 
“Consentrik started with me trying to strip it down and hardly use any effects,” he continues. Slowly but 
surely, however, the pedalboard came into play, and in the end Cline’s tasteful command of electronics serves 
the group well: “The sound of an overdriven guitar, I realize, just so matches the sound of a tenor saxophone.” 
 
This new release is also, in many ways, a love letter to the Brooklyn improvised-music scene that he became 
a vital player in well over a decade ago. And though he no longer lives in the borough, his allegiance to the 
creative musicians Brooklyn nurtures remains steadfast. 
 
“My dream starting in the mid-’70s was to live in New York City and play music there,” Cline reflects. “I didn’t 
do it until 2009, when I met Yuka, and I thought, ‘Whoa—I guess I’m finally doing this.’ But I was very happy 
to be a part of this community. And I’m still happy about it.” 
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