WHAT  THE  PRESS  HAS  SAID  ABOUT UNIVERS ZERO’S  “LIVE” (Cuneiform 2006)

“… this new live disc is simply the most revitalizing rejuvenating UZ experience I’ve had in years.

…I had certainly never associated raw unadulterated improv with the fastidious compositions for which UZ is deservedly respected… The live disc, recorded in June of last year, captures a band whose ability to stretch out meshes perfectly with astonishing precision. From the very opening moments of “Xenantaya,” taken from UZ’s comeback album The Hard Quest, a certain rigidity is thankfully and permanently absent. …check out drummer and group founder Daniel Dennis’s fills, ruffling the tune’s somber modality with bits of whimsy… This version now eclipses its studio counterpart in every respect. …

Apart from monster playing and arrangements, the recorded sound could not be better. It’s immediate and lush, detailed and unified, giving free reign to timbre without sacrificing the clarity of any formal or structural concerns. Cuneiform deserves thanks and congratulations, both for this document and for its long championing of a band that I was afraid had lost its relevance.”










- Marc Medwin, Dusted, February 13, 2006, www.dustedmagazine.com

“Belgian Rock-In-Opposition acolytes Univers Zero…encapsulate its sound and climactically centered tactics on this wondrously recorded live set. … Spanning three decades, the sextet’s horns-strings-keys-rhythms makeup is largely about melodic overtones coupled with driving pulses and complex time signatures. The sextet blends a radical approach to familiar progressive-rock musings with horns and strings that occasionally drive the rhythmic pulses with booming unison lines. There are gentle moments…delicate chamber passages with ethereal treatments. No doubt, this newly issued disc will stand as one of the ensemble’s finest recorded documents to date.”








            – Glenn Astarita, “March 2006,” All About Jazz, www.allaboutjazz.com 

“[4 stars] …Univers Zero…play all original music which partakes of Pink Floyd-type spacey rock, avant new music techniques, soundtrack scores and fusion jazz, among other things. The instrumentation looks like a modern chamber music ensemble... All the music is from the pen of the drummer…Daniel Denis. … The band adds to their powerful impact with a multimedia projection show during their live performances.

The combination of the chamber music wind instruments with the electronic sounds and the rock rhythm section conjures up a fascinating musical environment that is unfamiliar but not unpalatable. The ensemble varies their dynamics frequently - sometimes reducing to a chamber music duo between, say, oboe and clarinet, that could come from Bartok or Legeti. … While this is Univers Zero's first live CD, they have done nine previous albums for Cuneiform.  How come I hadn't heard of them before this?”      – John Henry, Audiophile Audition, February 13, 2006, www.audaud.com 
“… At the time punk rock conquered the world, a bunch of Belgian musicians invented their very own musical universe that after all those years still is far from outdated. …their music can be labeled as chamber-rock or avante-rock… Univers Zero speaks first of all with a very original voice. All compositions carry a clear stamp that comes from the musical vision of Denis. …Michel Berckmans (oboe, english horn, bassoon, melodica) gives acte de présence. …he is an essential part of the Univers Zero-sound. … The music is colored by the background of the musicians. In the first piece bassist Plantain plays almost funky. Peter van Bergen does not hide his experience in jazz-music. …’Xenantaya’,’Civic Circus’, ‘Kermesse Atomique’…sound more convincing then they did on the ‘Hard Quest’ album… From the old days only two pieces are played: one track from their classic album from 1983, namely ‘Bonjour Chez Vous’, that is still as impressive as it sounded…twenty years ago. Plus ‘Toujours Plus á l’est’, taken from…’Crawling Wind’… There surely is drive and power in the playing, delivering thrilling moments. Most compositions breath a sinister atmosphere. But…the music is also uplifting and positive. The pregnant compositions follow a strong inner logic. … Music that is still relevant after all those years, full of (funny) surprises like the bolero-motive Budé plays in track three. …the pre-fabricated intros of percussive sounds-capes… have [their] very own charm and identity.

Most recordings for this CD were made during a concert in Brussel in june 2005. I was lucky to be there… for those who cannot visit their concerts let this new CD be a proof that Univers Zero still is a very hot band.”
              – Dolf Mulder, Vital Weekly, No. 518, Week 12, www.vitalweekly.net
“The first live album from Univers Zero, as good as this one sounds it begs the question, "why did they wait so long?" … This disc shows that the band is a force to be reckoned with in the live venue. While you won't find a lot of traditional rock instruments, these guys create their music sans vocals and sans guitar. Instead they use classical instruments like oboe, violin, English horn and bassoon along with more jazz instrumentation like saxophone and clarinet. There are keyboards and electric bass in the mix. The end result is a dynamic blend of jazz, classical and rock music that takes a while to fully permeate the listener's mind, but when it does, it's a real winner. …”









– Gary Hill, Music Street Journal, www.musicstreetjournal.com
“… Having seen this band live once myself, I can only say that the intense sounds captured in the studio take on new life on a concert stage. Univers Zero's dark, brooding, yet far reaching musical explorations create caverns of sounds rarely heard in the realm of rock music, and the band launch into eight examples of prime chamber rock, or RIO (rock in opposition), that hints at classical, jazz, avant-garde, and prog rock, all at the same time.

Led by drummer extraordinaire Daniel Denis, the band plows through an incredible rendition of "Xenantaya"… At just under 13-minutes in length, it is the longest piece in the set, and takes you on a journey through a myriad of styles and moods... The tension filled and foreboding drama of "Kermesse Atomique" might remind you of mid-70's King Crimson or even Present, but there's a strong classical and jazz tug-of-war going on here that is quite compelling and really adds a different element to the piece.

You can't go wrong with the manic sounds of "Bonjour Chez Vous ", which is classical chamber rock at its finest, with Denis and his gymnastic drums leading complex lines featuring bassoon, clarinet, violin, and keyboards through a rigorous exercise of precision ensemble arrangements. Simply wonderful stuff. Next up is one of the strongest cuts…"Meandres", a creepy avant-garde number... Denis performs a nimble and virtuoso drum solo on the beginning to "Falling Rain Dance", another winner… The CD is rounded out by the majestic and symphonic sounds of "Toujours Plus A L'Est", a real workout for violin, oboe, and clarinet…

If you didn't know better, you would swear that this was a perfectly crafted studio album that took years to record. Nope. This is as good as it gets folks, a live album from six superb musicians, playing music that is so far removed from mainstream culture, yet so accessible and enjoyable to anyone willing to give their complex yet rich style a chance. Highly, highly recommended! … [5 stars]”








       – Pete Pardo, Sea of Tranquility, February 17th 2006, www.seaoftranquility.org

“... Daniel Denis' septet plays with rarely heard fervour and stylistical consistency throughout the set, the musicians well conscious of their role of carriers of that RIO torch... All the compositions were penned by the leader, his drumming still a thing of beauty to hear after all these years; Michel Berckmans and Kurt Budé, fabulous reed/horn players in every aspect, depict most of the thematic excursions with graceful solemnity and admirable competence, perfectly complemented by Martin Lauwers' violin… Bassist Eric Plantain's quasi-funky approach to the scores gives a welcome touch of smart modernism to already enthralling matters, while the keyboard work of Peter Van Den Berghe acts as a perfect trait d'union among the band's different artistic personalities. Univers Zero's importance in the history of modern chamber music is once again confirmed by this, one of their overall best albums…”







- Massimo Ricci, Touching Extremes, April 2006, www.touchingextremes.org
“Recorded live in 2005 and pristine sound quality throughout.  …they veritably blow the roof off with a huge sound and driving rhythms, so many different textures and layers thanks to all the various soloists, but all under the muscular, tungsten-strength guidance of drummer Daniel Denis and bassist Eric Plantain. …it's a contemporary music symphony of epic proportions where the instrumentalists combine and solo in a myriad combinations to provide one of the strongest, most complex bodies of music around, yet one that is both intense at one end and darkly delicate at the other. With all the compositions…structured, fluid and flying - the work of drummer and all-round unsung musical genius Daniel Denis, this is…the remarkable culmination of a musician's vision, mind and mastery in one all-encompassing melting pot of massive sounding multi-instrumental sympho-fusion-classical music.”




- Dead Earnest, February 2006, www.deadearnest.btinternet.co.uk

“… The style of Univers Zero, bold and avantgarde as it is, is situated on a strange border between psychedelic Rock and the darkest areas of Classical Music. "Live" is a magnificient sample of this surprising style. ”
- Alejandro Hinojosa, Amazing Sounds, March 27, 2006, www.amazings.com

“It is amazing to be able to hear a band like this in our times. Univers Zero is nothing but a really well combined group of fine musicians playing a very personal kind of music with ability, complexity, strength, dynamics and a beautiful lack of pretension. …

Absolutely recommendable for fans of instrumental progressive, avant garde and experimental rock and fusion.”

- Koldo Barroso, Intuitive Music, March 1st, 2006, www.intuitivemusic.com

“It’s the type of music that you don’t hear everyday.  … This is an extremely satisfying listen. If you enjoy music that is on the edge, a little avant-garde then there is no question that Univers Zero’s LIVE will be a welcome addition to your CD library.”  - Jerry Lucky, Progressive Land
"This is arguably the most high-octane release ever for Univers Zero, a band that now has ten CDs to its credit and a history stretching back to the mid-'70s. …

Live is an indispensable release for anyone who believes that "Bartók" and "rock" can fit comfortably in the same sentence.”

- Dave Lynch, All Music Guide, www.allmusic.com

“Rating: 9/10 … Last year Belgian RIO band Present released the fantastic live record “A Great Inhumane Adventure” on the adventurous American Cuneiform label. Now it’s their compatriots and stalemates of  Univers Zero’s turn. Coincidence? Anyhow, “Live” is UZ’s very first live album in more than thirty years! Since its inception in 1974 a mainly French speaking ensemble, it nowadays consists of diverse Flemish musicians who are related to the scene of Contemporary and New Music. Apparently, drummer ‘extraordinaire’ Daniel Denis has waited until the time was right to go live. It shows how scrupulously Denis, the central character in the UZ story, watches over the band’s integrity. In the same vein Robert Fripp takes care of his King Crimson. In fact, there are more parallels to draw between KC and UZ. They both belong to the innovative elite who cherish the progressive ideology to the letter. They both combine musical complexity with instrumental experiments.

 To this day, Univers Zero remains one of the most challenging rock ensembles. The influences drawn from 20th century classical (especially expressionistic) music are kept intact live. ‘If Stravinsky had a rock band, it would sound like this’, someone once described UZ. On stage, the obsessive rhythms come to life better than ever before. Univers Zero is by definition a live band. Just listen to “Méandres” and “Falling Rain Dance” and put these boiling registrations next to the polite studio versions on “Implosion” (2004). For anyone who isn’t yet into this unique music, “Live” is the ideal starting point. For the long-time fan, it is at last the eagerly awaited concert registration that sheds new light on these very refined compositions and the improvisational talents of these fine musicians. The excellent transparent recordings were made in June last year in Belgium’s Schaerbeek and France’s Les Tritonales.” - Christoph, “Album of the Month,” Prog-Nose, March 2006, www.prog-nose.org

“While it's often lumped in with Rock in Opposition (RIO) groups like Henry Cow, there really are more differences than similarities between Belgium’s Univers Zero and its British counterparts. Both share roots in chamber music--especially the 20th Century variety--and a disposition towards idiosyncratic compositions.

But Henry Cow also explored free improvisation and, especially when teamed up with members of Slapp Happy, a serious political agenda as well. Univers Zero, on the other hand, only provide space for improvisation within the confines of primary composer/percussionist Daniel Denis’ complex through-composition. Nowhere is this better demonstrated than on Univers Zero’s latest release--the group's first live recording, despite the fact that it's been together for nearly twenty of the past thirty years.

Denis and woodwind multi-instrumentalist Michel Berckmans are the only remaining original members, but Univers Zero has still maintained a consistent sound, even as Denis’ writing has moved some distance away from the relentless doom-and-gloom of the group's debut, 1313 (Atem, 1977). Unorthodox instrumentation--violin, oboe, bassoon, English horn, clarinet, bass clarinet, melodica and tenor saxophone--blends with a more conventional keyboards-bass-drums rhythm section, giving the sextet a broad range of textures to apply to a cross-section of material culled from albums dating back to 1981’s acclaimed Ceux du DeHors.

“Xenantaya,” from 1999’s The Hard Quest, begins ominously--with oboe, clarinet and violin delivering a Middle Eastern-inflected theme over a brooding keyboard wash from Peter Van Den Berghe. But when Denis and bassist Eric Plantain enter with a powerful groove, Univers Zero comes closer to a rock aesthetic than Henry Cow ever did. Still, the periodic insertion of a gothic half-time phrase breaks up the groove, and Berckmans, violinist Martin Lauwers and Van Den Berghe each get room to stretch in an almost fusion-like fashion. Unlike Cow’s anarchistic approach to improvisation, Univers Zero aligns itself to the concept of clear delineation.

Also from The Hard Quest, “Civic Circus”--with its medieval-like contrapuntal approach--suggests how Gentle Giant might have sounded had it leaned more towards the dark side. But whereas Giant’s complex writing still revolved around conventional song form, with vocals part of the picture, Univers Zero’s all-instrumental approach applies a broader-scoped classical aesthetic, where a piece might contain multiple movements that don’t necessarily resurface again after their first appearance.

In fact, the two groups share much in common, despite the different instrumentation and the fact that Univers Zero’s music is untarnished by the commercial aspirations that ultimately led to Giant’s demise. With roots in classical music from multiple eras, often driven by a propulsive rhythm section, Univers Zero manages to make the obscure somehow strangely palatable, and even when the solos lean to the extreme, as they do on “Kermesse Atomique,” there’s a certain undeniable accessibility.

Of course, Denis’ music presents its own form of challenge. But rather than alienate, Univers Zero draws the listener in, making Live a terrific place to start for those new to this truly progressive Belgian ensemble.” 
    - John Kelman, All About Jazz, February 25, 2006, www.allaboutjazz.com

“…almost thirty years after the first RIO Festival held in London…the albums recorded during that fertile period still have a lot of validity and beauty; thanks to re-releases, that music - which today is, in a sense, "classic" - is ready to be (re)discovered…

…not many groups can be regarded as paradigmatic as Univers Zero. …those albums that can be considered as the most artistically successful among the ones recorded by the Belgian group: Ceux Du Dehors (1981) and the maxi EP Crawling Wind… Tense, intense, dark music where the main colours come from instruments not usually associated with the word "rock", such as oboe, bassoon, violin and piano, along with drums - played by the group's main composer and leader, Daniel Denis - which often reminded the listener of an orchestral drum set.

…For this writer, Live is a good album, …

…quite a lot of new tracks, which had never been played live before: with the exception of Bonjour Chez Vous, off Ceux Du Dehors, and Toujours Plus À L'Est, off Crawling Wind, we have three compositions off The Hard Quest (Xenantaya, Civic Circus and Kermesse Atomique), two off Implosion (Falling Rain Dance and Méandres), and Electronika Mambo Musette off the second solo album by Denis, Les Eaux Troubles. The instrumental performances are good, rich with versatility and strength. …Bounjour Chez Vous is as tense and intense as the original version; Electronika Mambo Musette is a nice change of pace, sounding almost like a "New English Jazz" track à la Nucleus/Soft Machine; Kermesse Atomique is maybe the track I liked best among the new ones, together with the long and quite maze-like Méandres; Civic Circus is also good; I was quite surprised to find a - not too long - drum solo on Falling Rain Dance…

 Denis is his old, good self - and the fact that the drummer profession is maybe the one most at risk of disappearing makes his work on drums and cymbals (listen to that strange bass drum sound!) even more valuable;…Berkmans's work…is good; Budé's clarinet is more to the fore, and he also plays a nice tenor solo on Electronika Mambo Musette; Plantain's bass work is solid; Peter Van Den Berghe's work has architectural importance, but he also gets some solo space, on piano and…Lauwers's violin is good…”










- Beppe Colli, Clouds and Clocks, March 10, 2006, www.cloudsandclocks.net

“… With only a few longeurs (like the appropriately-named "Méandres"), Univers Zero's concert recording can be stimulating and effervescent…"Falling Rain Dance" features violin, urbane and industrious, sparkling keyboard. The most appealing cut is "Kermesse Atomique", with its early twentieth century classical Stravinsky clockworks. … "Xenantaya", at nearly 13 minutes, whips up a rousing fusion of reeds, piano and Brian Auger-style organ, and big rock drums in interesting time signatures. One imagines Emerson, Lake and Palmer's Prog Rock of three decades ago, seasoned with Frank Zappa's guitar. Growing portentous, towards its end "Xenantaya" evokes Roman legions proceeding to battle atop mastodons or glyptodonts; a wake-up call indeed.”

- Michael R. Mosher, Leonardo, March 2006, www.leonardo.info

“…67 minutes of dark music recorded live …

Horns and woodwinds provide a classical air of the type rarely heard in orchestra halls. The wailings and blarings are forceful and thick with passion, but steeped in shadow. Frantic violin enhances this desperation. While the subterranean demeanor of the bass fractures the stage…

… it is frightening to believe that only ten fingers can trigger such complex and vigorous chords. …

The percussion is equally dazzling, generating earth-shattering rhythms of monstrous intricacy and puissance. …

 Dark is somewhat of an understatement when describing Univers Zero's music. The band's fusion of gothic, chamber music, and rock in opposition produces a brand of prog rock that shambles about in the haunted forest like a revenant not born of earth. While the compositions are crisp and meticulous, the music pulsates with a strange vitality of arcane origins.”

- Matt Howarth, Sonic Curiosity, www.soniccuriosity.com

