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taming power & joeseph & gods of electricity & boutrop & the pigs & kucharz & beautumn & kiln & milieu & burt & rogalsky & courtis & bourgos & liebig & diaz-infante/fernandes/montoya/romus & ziino

Sorry for the long absence – but changes to my computer set-up and net access made this look further and further away – while disks kept arriving. Strangely, due to the crash of my wife’s computer we are back on-line and something can go out. There is a backlog too which I will try and work through (including more pfMentum, accretions, 2 from Bowindo, floating minds, emulsion).

People who want to contact me should email Jeremy.keens@rmit.edu.au.

thanks

Minimalism

Taming Power, Askild Haugland’s multifaceted release-name, has got a new 10” vinyl out. The volume of Taming Power releases will be dropping to about 1 a year, but as those familiar with &etc history will know, there is a great back catalogue to work through (14 other vinyl [7, 10 and 12 inches] and 40 tapes many of which are still available). This one (EMR 10”-015 earlymrecords@yahoo.no) is called Three Pieces and takes TP in new directions, with the pieces seeming more composed – the first track, for example, has 7 dates associated with it, the piece on side B 8. New instruments – drilbu, singing bowls, metallophone and keys join the guitars, recorders, voice and guitar. The first track on side A is a layered, complex drone piece; subdued but with coloured elements rising through, harmonies and chorals drifting. The second track floats straight out, with a more focussed metal ringing, but maintaining the hypnotic density. The guitar/field recording piece on the second side is a rolling pulsing drone that is subtly coloured within its depths. Another fabulous piece of vinyl from Sweden

This disk just came in, but it’s not a temporal organisation here – there are some who have been waiting longer (such as Taming Power) but this struck a chord. Dan Joseph plays hammer dulcimer – an instrument which probably brings folky music to mind, though Laaraji brought it into the ambient new age field. I put this on an was transported. This is composed music for ensembles that include violin, cello, harpsichord, clarinet and percussion. The first reference was the Penguin Café Orchestra – the sound, vibrancy, joy and tempo. Then I realised that this was minimalism of a high order – rapid repeated elements, slow change and then sudden shifts, percussive beds with melodies embedded within them. The three pieces are similar but very different, shifting hypnotically with wonderful solos, ensemble drives, melding of smaller units. The selection of instruments provides some wonderful conjunctions, where harpsichord and dulcimer merge, or the slow emergence of violin or cello lines from within a dulcimer solo, so that it gradually dawns what is going on. There are some choppy moments, a lovely period of scales in the middle of the title piece, and so much to listen to and enjoy. A fabulous album.

Drums and wires

From the sublime. Gods of Electricity are Mike Fazio (heard in &etc in a number of guises, on guitar and electronics) with Thomas Handlin (percussion), and their album Sundiving is out on Faithstrange (fs6-2005, www.faithstrange.com). Four shorter tracks demonstrate their approach. The whole electric city in front of us is insistent beats with clouds of synths, spatters and pulsing organ; Slick-o-phonic has drones & rocking drums as a bass, while strings and sitar shift in the foreground. More retro synth beatloop in The sound… synth shimmers and lights, a tinkle beat percussion all shifting, and Sundiving’s semi-reggae feel, swirling metal synth/bells, shifting around and introducing some mellotron, clicking, fade and return. The main piece is the 38 minute Clouds of granite in a clearing sky which takes all of these elements and plays around with them, weaving a constantly changing tapestry. There are pianos, voice washes, tones, voices, clicks, radio squirls, resonances, beat moving from front to back, and much much more – possibly too much. The scene changes so much that as something catches your attention it almost immediately shifts out of view. But as a labyrinthine kaleidoscope it is still fascinating. An album that requires and repays time with it.

Lars Boutrop combines his keyboards (we have a broad definition of wires) with the drums of Fredrik Sunesen on Music for Keyboards (EXR1202, Ex’cess records, wwwexcessrecords.dk). This is driven IDM with a filmscore sweep. The perfect stranger is the perfect intro – synth-voiced washes build as a prelude to the retro-fit of Agent orange layering washes and a rock rhythm with an analoguish melody, to dance to. The day after is a big number as typani and gongs slowly introduce strings and washes and a building drama, after which Alla gypsy is a semiclassical piece with dancing keys. A brief washes and swilrs with an bubbly computer end in Flying in the sky, then Emersong where the layering washes and percussion with a very retro synth, stately and big, made the connection with Keith Emerson, suggesting a source for the album. Northern lights has more edge over the almost African rhythms and synth horns; While the city sleeps is a music picture as a music hall piano takes us through the city with synth support, slowly building layers as the city wakes. Into a big finale – Rockall where reedy keys set up a melody, waves crash and a sound which recalls Blancmange to me, creating a gentle but strong end to the album. Boutrop has invested significantly in each of these tracks – they feel as if they could have been extended without detracting from them – suggesting another pointer, Tangerine Dream. A very satisfying album for that big ambient retro synth workout.

Just before playing the next disk I had been listening to an 80s new-age compilation (a strange bag, UK squeeze, Adam Ant, Nick Cave, The fall, Oingo Boingo and Moon Zappa amongst others) and The Pigs could have sat there easily. Oink is a joyous piece of pop music – layers of guitar, drums some sax and Geoff Western’s Cars (and others) reminiscent vocals. There are guitar breaks, spoken vocals, a female backing group on some tracks, teen angst, a few touches of electronica and overall a rollicking good time. (disturbing music. www.disturbingmusic.com)

Ambience

Larry Kucharz is back with another satisfying album in his ambient vein: Ambient Green Washes (IA38, intaudiocr@aol.com: in a digipak). As with other albums it combines new pieces with earlier works re-orchestrated for this album. As the name implies, and those familiar with Larry’s work would know, this a beautiful drifting washed ambience as notes flow, overlapping, rising and falling, build and decay in a transporting delight. Some have deeper voice tones, others pulse with light; the nocturnes are complex gems, while 1997_4 scintillates. The album is full of journeys into this form of ambience which combines a simple beauty with complex orchestration and handling of sounds. It ends with the extended 1996_1 which is in a slightly different form, and is one of Larry’s pieces that works around balancing silence and sound rather than the varied density which is heard in the other tracks. A delightful album full of de-light – Larry never fails to satisfy.

Three cd’s came from Rioux’s who started the label Infraction (www.infractionrecords.com) with a disk from Zammuto’s amazing cd-r, and these two are also regular releases of cd-rs. Russian Beautumn seems to have had difficulty getting White Coffee (INFX011) out. Recorded in 2001, it has been delayed by label collapses and a desire to get a more extensive artwork than usual from small labels (a 16 page booklet with a superb colour nature-photograph ‘for’ each song). An advance copy was heard by a few people prior to one of the label’s sinking. But it has seen the light of day now. And thank goodness. This a beautiful ambient album – combining recordings of walking through leaves, tapping marinas, some voices and other found environmental sounds with synth washes, some subtle rhythms, blips and generally sucking you in to its mood setting wonder. Generally reflective, music abstrusely related to track title, photo or text as in the booklet, this is deep and enthralling and demonstrates ambient at its best whether you found ambient through Eno FAX FSOL or wherever. Absorbingly fabulous!

Kiln compiled Thermals (INFX017) in 2001, and contains 23 tracks recorded between 1993 and 2000. Most are around 2 to 3 minutes, and the whole set reminded me primarily of Brian Eno – both the overall sound which has echoes of Apollo, but also of the first Music for Films because of the structure, a collection of miniatures and studies. The sub-title ‘sonic carousels, tonesheets, loopstrata, and slo-wave microsymphonies’ really aptly describes the mood – each piece revolves around parts of the sound palette: long tones, ringing bells, warm layers, static drones, vocey sounds and bowing. The names also point: universalfemalebreathingchoir, humid, my life in a sea of tears, the ice floes etc. Driftingly beautiful and captivating, this is a lovely ambient album. A couple of tracks stand out – the clean notes in solarsystembreathing and the total diversion of sound in crackling theatre walls which adds a change in flow with an appropriately crackling buzzing spattering over bowed tones – my only complaint is that perhaps the album would have benefited from more tracks like this to diversify the textures. But a minor quibble.

And then a separate parcel, Milieu’s Beyond The Sea Lies The Stars (INFX018). The title is very apposite for this flowing tidal ambience which reminds me of Mollusk (on The Foundry) or the Mystery Sea series, and other drone pieces. Especially the opening The singsong waters of an endless sea which pulses and flows as tones ply over a whooshing aquatic, machinery. But the disc explores beyond the oceans – Vibrant shores, horizons adds a layer of tones that could be harmonium or accordion, bringing a musical edge. The length of Cosmos (25 minutes) surprised me – it opens with the sounds of echoed muffled machinery underwater, pulsing sonar through, building and slowly modulating, and then keeps going to a more wistful, simpler passage before a crackling concludes. And while it is lovely, I wish Falling slowly through the infinite was longer – this short coda of harmonic resonant layers, tones emerging, felt like a briefest of glimpses of a much longer work. As with the other albums on this label, it reflects Rioux’s interest in ‘old-style’ fax-ish ambiences. And he has found people who can deliver it in spades – three fabulous albums of ambience to drift into.

Modern classical electronics

Warren Burt is a modern composer based in Australia. There are two of his pieces for tuning forks on his album for XI (XI130, www.xirecords.com – a label whose wonderful double albums of modernism have been one of the many pleasures of this job). Disk 1 is The Animation of Lists, while And The Archytan Transpositions fills disk 2, and the two together form the title of the album. As with much XI this is conceptual at base: the tuning forks are some just-intonation ones designed by Burt and built for him by the CSIRO – and look more like a large xylophone arrangement with resonators, and hand-held ones. They are struck with various mallets to create different timbres. The score designates a range of forks to be played in particular time periods, but leaves decisions to the players. For this album the piece was played three times and the recording combined (a strategy used on Michael Nyman’s album for obscure). The result is just over an hour of almost random aleatoric music, with pitches combining to form pulsing resonances or weaving complexities – ambient that has an abstract appeal. The second side takes the same recording and electronically shifts the pitches (hence the transposition) to give the work a different feel – subtle but effective. This is an album that you need to immerse yourself into and let it take you. Quite different is his Poems of Rewi Alley (sonic gallery, home.vicnet.net.au/~aaf/sonic.htm. Alley was a New Zealander born in 1897 who went to China in 1927 out of curiosity, and stayed for 60 years. His poems are prose pieces describing imagistic and polemic responses to china – the polemic particularly in response to the Vietnam war (Defoliants, Profit plus poison, What legal, what not, for example). John Britton reads the poems beautifully and Burt orchestrates an accompaniment using a program called AudioMulch that creates chords and ringing from the voice, providing a spectral shadow of the speech. It often sounds like a Chinese percussion, but the mood (through dissonances) darkens with Alley’s. I am not a great one for the spoken word, but this album combines intrinsically interesting and often beautiful text with a timeless soundworld that intrigues. It may be harder to track down, but worth it for those interested.

Again, during the loooong gestation of this, another set arrived from XI – Matt Rogalsky Memory Like Water (XI131). These are pieces from performance using various synthesisers which he develops – the objective is to take inputs and mess around with them. A variety of versions are offered on this double album. The first two tracks are the paired Resonate - Noise & Tones. The Noise section is a cloud of sound fragments, layered, building, pulsing through, surrounding you with fragments with a menace that is not at all disturbing, more like a building at night. It flows into Tones which is less grainy, dramatic big and bold, more musical but also more mainstream ambient, but a strong piece in a Kucharz-vein. There are three Kash pieces which use various source sounds. Violin is live and based on Jane Henry’s playing – and doesn’t extend much beyond an improvised violin piece (where all opportunities for making noises are explored) with some electronic processing – the violin is king. A similar result comes with Guitar which is guitar gtanging with some grumbles and rumbles. Sprawl (western magnetics) employs cds and opens rolling deep drones, shaking rumbles and distorted voices are hissing and mysterious. It shifts between noisy drones and more wistful soft segments, a horn solo over string drones, desert shimmers into an intriguing crackling shaker pop ending. Kash is more interesting when he samples talk radio – a distant radio slides into chopping chatter and deep throbs, percussive and shocking – faintly familiar when it becomes more stable, voices and a calliope, then storms and scraping high watery sounds, a cacophony into ringing tones rumbles and minimalist fade. Finally a long radio-sampled piece with Transform – the first half is a slowly transforming ambient buzzing, which after a brief taste of radio-source builds to dense aggressive noise – absorbing stuff. As the above probably demonstrates, I prefer this when the sound source is more abstract or taken well beyond its origins. Which is most of the album, and the rest is still good, just not as different.

In the same parcel came two from Pogus Productions (www.pogus.com), one of which will get a run here. Tape Works (p21040-2) is a collection from Anla Courtis recorded between 1991-1998. Courtis was a member of Reynols (who I heard via Freedom From) and has released various solo albums also (two reviewed a long while ago, also from FF 2001_18). As the title says it, these are concrete tape works. Some are relatively short – a few minutes of looped/echoed found voice recordings, hypnotic binary pulses from playing with wire plugs, cut-up mashed cds that shifts from rapid cycling to something more settled and random-sounding computer burbling from a mini-moog (these pieces [which crop up across time] sound to me like a machine left on random, but I could be wrong!). Slightly longer is water sounds through guitar pedals which has an Aube-ish attraction. There are two longer compositions, with sections created around different sounds and moods, and finally 16minutes of independently grown Frippertronics as guitar loops are layered in a dirty, gritty industrial structure that also reminded me of some Cabaret Voltaire. A collection from the vaults which offers some pleasing and intriguing concrete.

Some final improv and jazz

I will admit that the name Abdullah Ibrahim did not ring any bells, but I have heard of Dollar Brand – the focus of David Borgo’s new album Ubuntu (CJR1181, Cadence Jazz Records, www.cadencebuilding.com) Borgo has transcribed a number of Ibrahim’s pieces, and of some other works, for small jazz groups – quartets to sextets including bass, percussion, piano, sax, trombone in various combinations. The music swings along nicely, melodic and flowing with a few improve-y edges (such as the wild opening to Black lightening), shifting between late-night jazz quartets and near big band combos. The piano is prominent in a number of tracks, taking strong solos, as does the bass at times. There are some quieter tracks – the penny whistle on Msunduza is lovely, and the overdubbed sax on Which way and Blues for a hip king add a depth to their quartets. The only miss-step on the album is the drumming on the opening track – Nkosi Sikelel’ iAfrica which is frenetic under stately hymn-like brass, though it does fit under the more freeform central section. His work is fine elsewhere – especially the shifting structure of Gwidza. The wedding is a gentle piece that provides a suitable end to this enjoyable album.

Some more from  pfMentum (www.pfmentum.com) – Jeff Kaiser’s quite prolific label. Delta is performed by the Steuart Liebig Stigtette (contrabass and woodwind quartet - CD033) and the album includes a range of his composed/improvised pieces. The selection and style of instruments creates a satisfying range of tones, with an often classical feel that is pastoral and suggests composers such as Debussy. Hector opens with a minimalist intricacy, seen also in Cold green mystery,  before the range of moods in kprs – tight freeform, long wood lines, slow melancholy and finally a dance. Dynamite’s Dionysian dance is just that as strong figures ply over the bass. In a number of tracks, Liebig’s bass takes the percussive role either indirectly as a support as in Dynamite, or as a tinkling of prepared bass, heard in Our lady of the illuminated hands. The longest track, Seven dreams about time, is a controlled variation of forms and moods that is entrancing. Overall this is a lovely album, with a surprising blend of satisfying musicality, excitement and edge.

Brassum Live (cd036) is cornet (Clucas), trombone (Vlatkovitch) and tuba (Weaver)with a drumset (Eisenstadt) and after a typical improv intro (a fractured searching piece) the album settles into a great set of pieces based on the brass instruments whose tones and timbres work brilliantly together, either in concord or as solo and support instruments. In some, for example, the tuba takes the traditional string bass role, others shift between more fractured and swing segments. My only concern is the percussion that at times seems less subtle than the brass – but the others do overcome that limitation and the album as a whole demonstrates pfMentum’s continuing ability to release improvised works that are entertaining and demanding.

Seemingly ubiquitous Ernesto Diaz-Infante with Accretions boss Marcos Fernandes and Robert Montoya joined up with Rent Romus for a guitar, percussion, electronics and sax improve-unit for the Spring Reverb 04 festival. Reverberations from Spring Past (Pax pr90281 www.paxrecordings.com) is a record of that. I must confess that improv sets are some of the hardest to review – partly because describing the freeform movement is difficult, but also because unless there is something distinct they can fade into each other. As I should have expected from this line up who have individually impressed, this is a very accomplished and satisfying album. The first 7 tracks are relatively short studio pieces, combining and showcasing members in different ways:  sax and jangly guitars with electrocrackle in Premonition; electronics to the foreground in My objectivity, your subjectivity then rattling sheets guitar and sax joining later; a bluesy Blues for ezra; stormy Elation within the collapse of consensus. Who created the canon is more percussive and carries an air of mystery, squonky on Strife over ongoing evil before birdlike electronics and a  building drive in Rebuke and revolt – 7 quite different directions, tied together by their diversity and phonography which fuses the tracks together. The 17+ minute live piece (An offering of interconnectedness) is forceful as it moves between various combination – guitar and electronics joined by sax, bells, then a more electronic section where the guitar is a bright rhythm/percussion which is a signature of Diaz-Infante, some horn blasts before a dark interlude that eventually emerges with rapid percussion, bloops, distant ax and very loosely tuned guitar that becomes wild and furious. The track passes surprisingly quickly, and there is a fabulous dynamic which makes you hope this combination records some more. 

Noisey

Another missive from Experimental Artists (Robert Ziino) with Plastic Loves Global Warming (www.experimentalartists.com). Where his previous album was 3 minute tracks, these are 5: but they are products of the same approach – play around in the preordained time limit and see what happens. And on the face of it, the album shouldn’t work because what he plays with are noise generating electronics, rhythm machines and simple synths. With a seeming objective of avoiding melodic possibilities. Breats eggplant is typical – a buzzing burr, soft siren and then an insistent drum rhythm over the top. A drill-like buzzing comes in, the rhythm has some kicks and the noise continues for 5 minutes. Later on in a track like Buddha and the blueberry wizard a simple stepping of tones replaces the rhythm machine. The tracks don’t progress so much as bang around within the limitations of the sounds they have started with, until there time is up. As I said t shouldn’t work, but it is in fact somewhat mesmerising and intriguing in the way that constraints can be. Drifting towards noise, with that experimental heart. Worth a listen.

Plug

Not a review as it would take too much, but a pointer to two new seminal three disk sets of Australian music. Ed Kuepper was part of the ‘seminal’ punk band, the Saints. After that he moved on to form The Laughing Clowns who created a series of amazing albums in the early 90s – mixing high quality song writing with a lineup that generally included a horn section that drove the band into territory that was dramatic and often confrontingly complex – somewhat ahead of its time but also timeless. The whole series of albums and eps (long out of print and treasured by those that have it: the ones I have were among the first disks I mp3d) have been released. This is a back catalogue production which is essential in your collection.

Kuepper then went solo, and has release so many albums that many of us haven’t been able to keep up. So along comes a set, This Is The Magic Mile, that gives something of an overview of his more recent oeuvre. Songwriting and melody to the fore, Kuepper’s relaxed vocals carrying the songs over very varied instrumentation – lighter than the clowns. 19 albums are sampled – all from the nineties, so there is future collection still to look forward to. No unreleased material, but for those who got exhausted by his prolixity, or who want to sample the master, an excellent investment (and its 3 discs for a single price, the Clowns is around $50 aus, so about 3 for the price of 1.5). Both are available from Hot.

Finally – there will be more coming – as I said there is a backlog, things keep arriving, and I think I have the email issue solved!

Note: if you send me anything I’ll try and review it, otherwise I will consider it as a gift! And in case the website disappears, make sure you have any reviews you need for label/band sites.
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