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Essential, ascetic, rough, meditative, those are only some of the adjectives with which to describe NEOLITHICUM, the latest collection of pieces for bass saxophone solo and occasional electronics, authored by Markus Stauss. In itself the title of the album leaves no doubt – it is a return to the very origins of sound, of vibration, a sort of sonorous primitivism always filtered though by the experience of contemporary music and avant-garde rock.

The use of electronics in itself, which at first seems to contradict the indicated premises, is extremely well considered, minimal, closer to concrete music than all the phantasmagoria of more recent computer music. The result may be alienating, in part grotesque or frosty, but undoubtedly leaves no one indifferent. Here Stauss has a preference for the short form, be it in written pieces or in improvisations (the cover text there is mentions the term miniatures, a term I never had dared to use in this context).  In the majority of the pieces an approach is dominating which makes transgress the musical time itself, as in the very beautiful and meditated notes which open the album, Gallarate Statione:  the heavy register is coming along very slowly, as if would be cautious, leaving lengthy silences between one group of very few notes and the next. Every sound is measured, constructed in the finest details - Stauss wants to offer the time to listen to all the ever so fine details. Because of this we may consider this opening piece as the manifesto for this whole CD, or even as manifesto for a true and proper aesthetic of sonority. A maniac attention for the most hidden folds of the sound, for the most surprising and unexpected resonance,  explored in a manner that fully makes usage of all the unusual of this instrument.

Those long silences and these breaks are ripped apart though by the rough riff in For Jean , as it happens in the extravagant Intermezzo. One doesn’t necessarily feel in a climate of extreme seriousness: just only consider the bizarre phrasing in Immergrün, his complaining sounds alternating with very airy moments. With Glück we do return to the ambience of tonality, with a bass Passacaglia that develops into a melody, turning around itself and going up in a spiral to the very highest register.

Skyline, as the only piece in the whole album, finally allows itself a lyric note, which Stauss nevertheless arrives to insert very efficiently into a really hard and abstract context. It is followed by the introduction to Erntedank, a meandering piece, the sound rich with vibrato, in the middle between Gregorian melodies and orientalisation, to just then fall in an unforeseen manner into a furious riff, at a closer look reminding the one out of for Jean, with an additional somewhat hysteric accent. 

With Spastic Funk Stauss explores structures which are decidedly more abstract, perhaps the most emblematic of NEOLITHICUM like the title suggests, the piece concentrates on a rhythm which wants to appear very chosen and dynamic, but in the end becomes disturbed and, without explanation pulverized as does the relation between the Sax and its electronic counterpart.

Similar considerations can be made for Mysterium G’n’R  where two rhythmical lines imperceptibly get in phase, following an ostinato made of two single notes in the distance of a minor third, without finding a secure hold. The best result in this line seems to be Konstruktion where the electronic elaboration is predominant: small sound cells, cyclicity, hypnotic sonority and the accumulation of material produce a result as alienating as it is fascinating.

Similar is the pointillism of Promenade as is that of Happiness IV which searches for a more heavy sonority. In Strahlen though the electronic is used - any pulsation being totally absent - to produce long monochromatic paint strokes, on which rare notes of the sax are deposited in decrescendo. Worth noting is the dynamic work there and that of the timbre, to which is given a large space, also in Alles bleibt ?, a true and proper study on multiple sound, already introduced in Strahlen, the excellent mastery of which Stauss demonstrates here, be it in short sounds or those kept longer. The collection is closed by the “loop of origin”, the Urloop , the last confirmation that the here provided electronic means can lead to extremely measured and essential results.  

Defining NEOLITICUM a “music for few” could seem a common place to liquidate a product, calling it difficult and of  inexorably far away from the public. But after all what I have said here, this is a very remote consideration. On the contrary we want to underline the courage – or perhaps the perfect neutrality – and the rather uncommon intellectual honesty of someone who like Stauss decides to follow a well defined road. And to follow it to its very end. 

