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FILE UNDER: ROCK
A Detroit-based, experimental rock ensemble with an ever-changing lineup, Larval thrives in visceral, sonically dense environments and maximalist walls-of-sound. It is led by composer and guitarist Bill Brovold, whom the All Music Guide (AMG) describes as “a man who likes weird tunings, thick sound layers, ringing overtones, hypnotic ostinatos, and relentless beats that hammer listeners into submission.” Larval’s music is intense and relentless, defined by Brovold’s roughly layered compositions, and driven by raging guitars and reverberating strings, punctuated by reeds and keyboards. It compares to the “heavyweight sonics” of Rhys Chatham, Glenn Branca, and John Zorn, and particularly to the post-rock group Godspeed You! Black Emperor. But as Pitchfork notes, Larval’s complex, cinematic compositions and maximalist, “symphonic dynamics” also align it with the “post-apocalyptic impressionism of King Crimson.” Unfolding “like soundtracks to unseen movies”[Dream Magazine], Brovold’s macroscopic compositions traverse a sonic landscape that ranges from “riffs that shred ears like barbed wire”[Tone Clusters] to gentle passages of heartbreaking beauty. In the words of Exposé, “Between the extremes of delicate and brutal, light and dark, sensitive and aggressive, Larval fills all the cracks with its sonic excesses.” 

A guitarist, composer, and producer as well as a visual artist, Bill Brovold was born in Tacoma, Washington. He started playing guitar in the early ’70s, inspired by country music. By the early ’80s, he had moved to New York and become a fixture on the ‘Downtown’ avant-garde scene. Brovold studied painting at the School of Visual Arts (graduating in 1982) while constructing sets for MTV musicians (including Cyndi Lauper) and making music for filmmakers and performance artists. Brovold met and began working with Rhys Chatham, whom he admired as both a sonic pioneer and “a real heavyweight in modern avant-garde compositions.” For five years, from 1983 until 1988, Brovold played guitar in the Rhys Chatham Ensemble, performing at the Knitting Factory, CBGBs, the Mudd Club and Max’s Kansas City. He also played in the East Village Orchestra, Fast Forward, the Zen Vikings, and numerous other projects, and formed his own band with Ernie Brooks (Modern Lovers) and James Lo (Live Skull). Brovold left NYC in 1990, and in 1994, settled in Detroit, MI, a city whose musical heritage includes Motown legends as well as punk’s predecessors, MC5 and the Stooges (whose guitarist, Ron Asheton, Brovold has played with).

Brovold founded Larval in 1995 with guitarist Erik Gustafson (from Blue Dog). The Detroit-based band originally had a five-piece lineup that included three guitars (Brovold, Gustafson, and Beth Wilusz), bass (Dean Western) and drums (Will Osler), often supplemented by guests on sax (Johnny Evans) and violin (Mary Alice). Under guitarist Brovold’s leadership, Larval’s second lineup included Toby Summerfeld (guitar), Josh Tillinghast (bass), Colin Stetson (saxes), Marko Smith (drums), and Mike Smith (violin). The transient nature of Detroit’s artistic community prompted Brovold to subsequently reconfigure Larval as a rotating ensemble with a fluid lineup. As Brovold selected the best musicians passing through Detroit and neighboring Ann Arbor to help realize his musical visions, Larval became recognized as Detroit’s incubator for the rock avant-garde.  Over the years, Larval has witnessed scores of musicians pass through its ranks, to subsequently work with such well-known acts as Tom Waits, Antibalas, Medeski Martin and Wood, and Bjork,

Early in its metamorphoses, Larval caught John Zorn’s attention, and ever since, Zorn has been steadfast in support. Zorn produced Larval’s first CD and released it in 1997 on his Japanese Avant label, proclaiming: “Bill Brovold’s music blows me away… Larval is the shit.” Titled Larval, the band’s debut CD was it’s most noise-oriented. Heavy on “guitars, guitars and more guitars… tossing out seriously bent chords or building layers of dissonance,” (AMG) and with a “bulldozer rhythm section” of drums and bass, as well as saxophone, the first Larval lineup defined Larval’s “classic” sound. 

Larval’s next two CDs were released by Michael Dorf’s Knitting Factory label. Larval’s second CD, aptly titled “2,” came out in 1998. It featured broader instrumentation than the debut, incorporating classical and ethnic instruments into a rock-based core of guitars, bass, saxophones and drums, and boasted the contributions of 17 musicians. AMG described “2” as “a powerful mix of traditional tone coloring and contemporary approaches of atavistic, neo-primitive beat music.” This CD was followed by Predator or Prey, released in 2000. Predator or Prey incorporated piano, viola and vocals into the band’s sound, further expanding Larval’s expressive range and layered, hybrid sound. In yet another four-star review, AMG stated that “Hands down, Larval is one of the best rock bands to ever come out of Detroit.”

In 2000, Zorn released Brovold’s first solo recording, Childish Delusions, on Tzadik. Featuring long tracks with various Larval members, alternating with shorter, more solo-oriented tunes, the CD received AMG’s praise for: “…a certain majestic beauty that further reveals itself over successive listenings. …a fine effort that combines rock textures with classical sensibilities.” 








[continued on verso…]

In 2003, Larval released Obedience, the band’s fourth CD and its first release on Cuneiform. Introducing a few new instruments into the Larval mix, it featured Brovold on vibraphone, guitar, piano, bass and drums, Dan Bennett (saxes), Bob Hecker and James Ilgenfritz (bass), Genevieve Padgett (cello), Marko Smith (drums), Kurt Zimmerman (violin), and Toby Summerfield (guitar), and included Zeena Parkins, a well-known figure on the international avant music scene and a Detroit native, playing harp on one track. Obedience featured music that was blistering in its intensity, relentless in its propulsive rhythms, and above all, disciplined at its core. DownBeat gave it a four-star review, noting, “Brovold and associates continue their assault on the progressive rock scene via cyclical guitar parts laced with oscillating strings and droning walls of sound.” Key online publications such as All Music Guide, Pitchfork, and Splendid also gave it high praise. Tone Clusters, a fanzine of experimental music, gave the “highly diverting” CD high praise and close analysis, stating:
“Hewing about as close to that fabled nether region between King Crimson and Univers Zero as is advisable, Larval…rely on cyclic riffs that do not always comfortably interlock. And that’s their secret weapon. …Bill Brovold’s band is all about textures, the rougher and more diverse the better. …play this LOUD! …it’ll steal over you like a Miasma. The closest I suppose I can get to another band which operates in this fashion might be Godspeed You Black Emperor, but their method has more to do with depth of textures than variation between the textures. …Imagine Derek Bailey forming a band with Daniel Denis and Holger Cuzukay…  A total fusebox blow, and it may be my favorite of the year thus far. Try to beat this, somebody!” – Chuck Ferriss, Tone Clusters
Shortly after Obedience’s release, Brovold began working on a new Larval recording, only to be stopped in his tracks by a life-threatening heart attack – a surprising occurrence for a fit man in his prime. A year later, Brovold had resumed work on the disc and was returning to health when he suffered heart failure again in, of all places, the waiting room of his cardiologist’s office. Within one week, mostly spent in the hospital, Brovold’s heart stopped and was revived a total of four times. His nurse stated that one attack occurred when he was talking: he stopped mid-sentence, his pupils dilated, the monitor alarm went off, and he slumped over with no heartbeat. Brovold recalls that he heard the monitor and saw the nurse going away from him down a tunnel. Thinking that he did not want to die – he had too much work to do – Brovold survived. Surviving five heart attacks in little more than a year was a life-changing experience that would, of course, impact his artistic work. When Brovold returned to health after having a pacemaker and additional bionic devices installed, and resumed working on the Larval disc, he revised some previously recorded material. Once completed, he titled the new Larval recording: Surviving Death. 

Released by Cuneiform, Larval’s fifth release is a double CD titled Surviving Death / Alive Why?. It is a landmark work in Brovold’s career: a document of retrospection, summation, catharsis, and rebirth, as well as a sensual celebration of life and sound.  Surviving Death / Alive Why? includes a studio recording,  Surviving Death, and a live CD,  Alive Why?. 

Disc 1: Surviving Death, Larval’s newest studio recording, is the most sonically expressive Larval CD to date – illustrating Larval’s most varied compositions, broadest instrumentation, and most extreme ranges of texture and sound. Brovold’s compositions encompass a wider spectrum of mood and emotion than ever before, traveling from quiet passages tinged with ominous expectations to driving, aggressive onslaughts of screaming guitars and strings that threaten like massive hornets’ hives. Sparse, contemplative piano melodies alternate with maximalist tracks built on densely textured slabs of sound. Compared to earlier discs, the instrumentation includes more emphasis on saxophones and keyboards. Besides composer and multi-instrumentalist Brovold on guitars, bass, drums, piano and keyboards, the musicians on Surviving Death include: Mary Alice and Luke McCauley on piano; Dan Bennett, Gus Brovold, John Evans, and Luke Mcauley on saxes; Greg Courtney, Erik Gustafson, and Toby Summerfield on guitar; Bob Hecker, James Ilgenfritz III and Alfred Turner on bass; Kurt Zimmerman on violin; Marko Smith on drums; and Ryan Pritts on tympani. Created during the most transformative period of Brovold’s life, Surviving Death both distills and magnifies the sonic extremes that characterize Larval’s sound.

Disc 2: Alive Why?, documents Larval’s legendary live shows, as renown for their visceral, high-volume, walls-of-sound as for Brovold’s cinematic, extended compositions. The CD contains live recordings made between 1999 and 2006 at four different concerts, including a 2006 gig at the Ferndale, Michigan club, Xhedos; a 2002 show at Ann Arbor’s Kerrytown Concert House; and concerts in 1999 and 2001 at Cleveland, Ohio’s Beachland Ballroom. It features performances by Brovold,  Gregg Courtney, and Toby Summerfield on guitar; Thor Brovold, James Ilgenfritz III, and Alfred Turner on bass; Gus Brovold, Luke Mcauley, and Jason Shearer on saxes; Ryan Kush, Scott Olzak, and Marko Smith on drums; and Kurt Zimmerman on violin. Featuring tunes, lineups, and concerts from across Larval’s career, Alive Why? serves as a live retrospective, documenting Larval’s metamorphosis over time. 

In July 2006, Zorn featured Larval as part of his festival of new rock music, called Full Force: The New Rock Complexity, held at Tonic. Larval were described as “specialize[ing] in asymmetric structures, ringing guitar drones, hypnotic ostinatos, and unusual riffs that recall British avant-rock bands like King Crimson and Henry Cow.” Larval has performed at a number of festivals, including performing twice (1997 and 1998) at Edgefest, the avant music festival held in Ann Arbor, MI, and at NYC’s Bell Atlantic Jazz Festival (1999, sharing a bill with the Boredoms and a Zorn/Frith/Laswell/Lombardo quartet). Larval has played numerous gigs at Detroit and NYC venues, including the Knitting Factory.

