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t tonight’s show, Sonar bassist
Christian Kuntner proclaims,
“We're based in Switzerland but
| believe our sound is international.”

As his work as a musician and visual
artist has taken him to places as far
apart as North London, Namibia and
New York, he has a point. Although
Sonar play on their home turf tonight,
their second album, Static Motion, was
released earlier this year by the US
label Cuneiform Records. “It's a vote
of confidence in a way,” he says.

It's easy to understand why the
label have placed their faith in the
quartet, whose chordal crosspicking
and pointillistic compositions recall
parts of Mahavishnu Orchestra and
King Crimson. Playing alongside
Kuntner are Bernhard Wagner
(guitar) Manuel Pasquinelli (drums)
and Sonar’s chief architect, Stephan
Thelen (guitar).

Their sound is deliberately narrow
and tightly focused. Opening with
a sequence of claustrophobic tritones
that initially appear as a series of
disconnected clusters amid ominous
rumbling atmospherics, their complex
patterns gradually coalesce, forming
interlocking trajectories whose
interactions play with time and
rhythm. It's ingenious and exhilarating.

Like Steve Reich or Philip Glass
recast for a rock ensemble, there’s no
shortage of drama tonight as blistering
themes punch through the air,
ensuring this set is no mere cerebral
exercise: energy and passion are
just as present as the mathematical
theories underpinning Sonar’s music.
Principal composer Thelen shuffles
back and forth, a heaming smile on his
face, like a professor pleased to see his
pieces leap off the manuscript paper
and find their way into the world.

Guesting with the band tonight
in the second half is touch guitarist
Markus Reuter, fresh off a world
tour with Stick Men and The Crimson
ProjeKCt. Improvising over the top
of such intricately constructed music
is a challenge, but Reuter’s ethereal
soundscapes add a suitably spectral
presence that enhances the essential
drive of the band's material.

This is demanding music, so it's
no wonder there are times when
Wagner's face is contorted with
concentration and quizzical smiles,
as though he can’t quite believe the
dangerous direction his fingerpicking
has taken him, as once again his
Telecaster careers around the hairpin
corners and dogleg bends of this
extraordinary music.

That extreme angularity is part of
Sonar's appeal, a hint of danger that
leaves you wondering if they'll emerge
intact from the complex maze of
individual themes and grooves at the
same time and place. Thanks to their
individual discipline and their courage
as a group, thankfully, they always do.
SID SMITH
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