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FILE UNDER: ROCK / AVANT-PROGRESSIVE ROCK
When the French band Zaar debuted in Paris in July 2005, playing at the 3rd annual Les Tritonales Festival alongside the legendary Univers Zero, Moving Gelatine Plates, Present, AkaMoon, and Hatfield and the North, it wowed the sold-out crowd. Playing with the energy and aggression of a hard-rock band to perform works that combined polyrhythmics and intricately scored melodies and improvisation, and using the “vielle a roué” (hurdy gurdy), a rarely used instrument that can sound like a cross between a depraved cello and an electric organ, Zaar’s music was staggering in its intensity and singular in its sound. In the words of the French webzine Progressia: “The music of ZAAR is atypical, dark, violent... the musicians making no  compromises... The audience wasn’t prepared for such a paroxystic  violence.” One of the festival’s highlights, Zaar proves that the subgenre of music variously known as chamber rock, neoclassical or ‘Zeuhl’ music, continues to grow and evolve in the hands of new bands.

Zaar formed in October 2004 from the ashes of Sotos, a young quintet (its founding members aged 16 to 25) that had earned a reputation as chamber rock’s enfant terrible and as a band worth watching. Sotos had been formed in January 1996 in Bordeaux, France by guitarist Yan Hazera, who recruited his brother, Michael Hazera (drums), and 3 other fellow students at the French National School of Music: Bruno Camide (bass), Nicolas Cazaux (violin), and Nadia Leclerc (cello). Sotos assimilated influences from King Crimson, Magma, Univers Zero, Present and Gentle Giant and other bands and quickly formed a personal style. The band’s music featured lengthy, highly-structured instrumental pieces that emphasized harmonic tension and rhythmic complexity, contrasting powerful and gentler passages, and incorporating elements from rock, jazz, free jazz, zeuhl, classical and eastern European folk music.

Sotos earned a wide live following among French audiences and critical acclaim in the international music press. The band played over 100 concerts in its 8 years of existence, including opening for major pop bands in high profile venues – an astounding accomplishment for an avant-progressive band. Sotos opened for Noir Desir (THE French rock band) and the Irish singer/songwriter Sinéad O’Connor, as well as opening or playing with Asian Dub  Foundation, Pascal Comelade, Guiguou Chenevier,  Nebelnest, One Shot, and numerous others. In addition to its active performance schedule, the band also did a soundtrack  and two CDs. Sotos created the soundtrack for an indie film, “Les 1001 nuits”, directed by Laurent Boulanger and featuring French actor Bruno Solo, that was shown at Bordeaux film festivals. In 1999 it released its first, self-titled CD on Gazul, Musea’s prestigious New Music label. Recognized as “the best debut since a very very long time” by Exposé, critics called the Sotos CD:“The progressive avant-garde discovery of 1999” [Cranium]. In 2001, the American label Cuneiform released Sotos’ 2nd CD, Platypus. Recorded by Bob Drake, Platypus featured two long compositions by Hazera and Camide and generated  international acclaim for the band. The All Music Guide “Highly recommended”  the CD, stating that “Sotos…embodies what good, inventive musicians can do best with the heritage of King Crimson, Magma and Univers Zero. …Platypus positions Sotos as the most exciting avant-prog band to surface since Boud Deun. Ground and Sky commented: “These guys are so talented, I have to think the best is yet to come. For now, Platypus will certainly go a long way in establishing their reputation.” Sotos, however, disbanded in 2004, and played its farewell concert at June’s Les Tritonales festival.
A few months after Sotos disbanded, Michael Hazera (drums) and Yan Hazera (guitar) formed a new band, Zaar, with two other musicians: Cosia [Romain Baudoin] (hurdy gurdy)  and Pairbon [Romain Colautti] (bass, double-bass). Before long, the new band began performing in Paris and Bordeaux to enthusiastic audiences and receiving glowing concert reviews. Zaar’s music continued Sotos’ musical legacy albeit with a more “rock” edge, and with a marvelously unique instrumental sound, due to the hurdy gurdy or “vielle a roué”. An instrument dating back to medieval times, the hurdy gurdy has several strings that vibrate by turning a crank attached to a resined wheel; one plays a melody by pressing keys on the instrument, while the other strings drone. In Zaar, the hurdy gurdy sounds like a cross between a Mike Ratledge-style electric organ, a cellist and bagpipes. 

Zaar’s self-titled debut release, released here by Cuneiform, includes 9 tracks that range in length from approximately half a minute to just under 20 minutes. A sonic journey performed with raw energy, the music on Zaar fuses elements from rock, jazz, and avant-progressive or ‘zeuhl’ music, and encompasses neoclassically written passages as well as more spacious tracts, including improvisation. The mood alternates between violent power and ominous calm. The Zaar CD was recorded by noted sound engineer, musician and ReR recording artist Bob Drake, who has worked with such Cuneiform and ReR bands as Sotos, Nebelnest, Thinking Plague, Hamster Theatre and others. Drake’s trademark subtle mix brings every instrument to the fore, imbuing the recorded sound with the immediacy of a live performance. It enhances the band’s extended palette, and emphasizes Zaar’s unusual instrumentation. All four musicians are excellent players who expertly alternate between melodic and rhythmic roles in the band. Zaar  should appeal to fans of adventurous rock music like King Crimson, as well as fans of zeuhl and chamber rock bands such as Magma, Univers  Zero and Present.

Zaar is currently planning an extensive tour, as well as working on several recording projects and compiling material for its next CD. The band will be one of the 24 participants on a compilation CD  tribute to the music of MAGMA and Christian Vander, called HAMTAI!, to be released in 2006 by Welcome Records. Zaar is a member of Collectif Ca-i”, an organization for French avant-garde artists, and maintains its own website, www.zaarweb.com

