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Upsilon Acrux is among the best of the young bands (The Flying Luttenbachers, Hella, Ahleuchatistas) transforming punk rock’s landscape, reinvigorating punk’s physically powerful, aggressive and speed-driven sound by infusing it with a compositional intensity and technical prowess long associated with various forms of metal (speedcore, technical metal, thrash) and progressive rock. In Upsilon Acrux’s hands, this sonic fusion results in an explosive new music that is both exhilarating and abstract. While the band cites an encyclopedic array of influences – everything from progressive and math rock (Henry Cow, King Crimson, Magma, Univers Zero, The Muffins, The Ruins, The Flying Luttenbachers, Zappa, Don Caballero); Krautrock (Faust, Neu!, Kraftwerk); metal and death metal (Morbid Angel, Necrophagist, Meshuggah, Frederick Thordendal’s Special Defects); the energy and spirituality of jazz and free jazz (John Coltrane, Ornette Coleman and The Mahavishnu Orchestra); and more (This Heat, Nels Cline) – and proclaims “any version of Magma” as its “favorite rock band ever” – its music is not derivative of, nor directly comparable to, any one band – or any pre-established genre. An abstract tapestry of complex and hyperkinetic instrumental sound, Upsilon Acrux’s music is composed of disparate elements, dissonance and unexpected time changes daringly interwoven with, and/or punctuated by, beautiful and accessible melodies. In the words of one of the band’s founders, Paul Lai:

“Those really obvious genre trappings, signature stuff from any genre – that’s something I always wanted to stay away from. …Ultimately, I’m looking for singularity. We strive for unprecedented music. It’s not to impress or associate; really just to make unprecedented music.”

Drummer Jesse Appelhans said:

“…I hope that listeners feel excited by our music. I hope that it inspires them to look towards the abstract when creating. I feel that most of the music today is completely void of any creativity or originality and that it relates more to materialism and consumerism than spirituality.”

While sonically and stylistically affiliated with punk rock, Upsilon Acrux’s volatile new music is “DIY punk,” “free jazz” and above all, “progressive” in its ideals. 

Upsilon Acrux formed in 1997. Guitarist Paul Lai recalls that he and another guitarist, Cameron Presley, started the band in Vista, a town in rural California “45 minutes from San Diego but several world’s away,” and “out of a desperate need to play interesting music.” Adding Tom Cutler and drummer Jesse (Klecker) Appelhans to their lineup, they plunged into serious practice and adopted the name Upsilon Acrux – a name without specific meaning, but which the band agrees increasingly “fit” the music. The band played its second live show in November 1997, on Klecker’s 21st birthday.

The band’s recorded debut was auspicious – the 10-minute instrumental “Before The Pirates Came” appeared as the opening track on a compilation of San Diego experimental music called Trummerflora 2, released by Accretions in 1998. The track literally and figuratively placed Upsilon Acrux in the forefront of southern California’s avant/independent music scene. The “exhilarating and hooky opening” received critics’ attention and exposed them to audiences looking for true musical alternatives.

Accretions released Upsilon Acrux’s first full-length album, In the Acrux of the Upsilon King, in 1999. The debut CD’s “inexhaustible musical invention” caught the attention of avant music’s most prestigious magazine, The Wire, who praised the music as “free jazz and hardcore fusion dominated by an astonishing kind of Splatter Prog.” Recorded by Lai, Klecker (Appelhans), Presley and Muir Tennerstet on bass, the 74-minute album was a “consistent assault on your regular rock instruments, accompanied by moogs and wacky sax” [Audion]. Upsilon Acrux released its 2nd CD that same year on Win. Titled The Last Pirates of Upsilon and featuring a new bass player, Josh Quon, it contained 70 minutes of dense, tightly woven original compositions that the All Music Guide called “both cerebral and physical at once.” It won the admiration of Thurston Moore (Sonic Youth), who proclaimed: “Upsilon Acrux is Amazzzzzzzzing.”

By the time Upsilon Acrux’s 3rd album, Last Train Out, came out on Hactivist in 2001, the now-trio of Lai, Appelhans and Presley had surgically sharpened its technical skills into “stop-on-a-dime tightness” and condensed its knotty compositions into 34 minutes of music “filled with enough ideas to easily flesh out a CD twice that length” [AMG]. Critics hailed Last Train Out as “the group’s most dynamic release to date” [Splendid], and in a 4-star review, AMG noted that the album would “further establish Upsilon Acrux’s complex, spastic, yet robotic style as something distinct from its varied predecessors – King Crimson, Massacre, Don Caballero, Henry Cow…” Splendid also noted that: “UA is no longer a band that sounds like Don Caballero or Ornette Coleman on crack; it has defined its own sub-genre of self-effacing guitar theatrics and unconventional drumming…” A stylistically mature work, Last Train Out marked Upsilon Acrux’s coming-of-age.

Upsilon Acrux’s 4th release, Volucris Avis Dirae-Arum (Epicene/Planaria), featured a radical new lineup with two drummers. Lai and Appelhans had wanted to do a dual-drummer project since seeing King Crimson do one and being disappointed at “the promise unfulfilled.” While Lai boasted that “we outdid King Crimson with our polyrhythms,” Dusted noted that the CD “relies on more than these jaw-dropping pyrotechnics to be successful. …It’s Upsilon Acrux’s songwriting that sets them apart, not flashy instrumentalism or fiery bombast.” “Technically brilliant, rhythmically unbelievable, with just the right amount of melody,” said Disagreement. “…Volucris Avis Dirae-Arum is the album Henry Cow might have recorded, had they been founded in this millennium, and their refusal to improvise plus the not too long running time make this a perfect entry point into modern complex music.”

This CD, Galapagos Momentum, is Upsilon Acrux’s 5th release and its first on Cuneiform. In it, the band returns to a “more natural rock-band” lineup with one drummer – Appelhans on his distinctive fiberglass North drums with their fluted, horn-like bottoms – and two guitarists, Lai and Braden Miller, as well as bass player Eric Kiersnowski. “The album’s a reflection of the people in the band,” says Lai, “they write their own parts most of the time – so it’s as much me and Jesse as it is Eric and Brady.” The bandmembers’ backgrounds – in past and current projects – spans the map, including everything from metal bands to “guitarchestra projects” to “super tech prog” (Totally Serious), “synth punk” (Miracle Chosuke), “synth prog” (Bad Dudes), “free jazz/thrash metal” (Goliath Bird Eater), improv (Epic), a Neu! tribute band (Hallo Gallo), “Beefheart with a classical approach” (Godzik Pink) and more. 
Galapagos Momentum features 41 minutes of aggressive, intricate, athletic and composed post-punk instrumental rock contained on 10 tracks. When asked about the title, Lai noted, “All our album titles are open ended, but this one more than others lends itself to this explanation… evolution, the sound of change.” The CD was engineered by San Francisco producer Jay Pellicci, who has worked with Deerhoof, Erase Errata and Gravy Train, and was mixed by Pellicci and his brother Ian. Lai noted that the music “feels easy now, it feels natural to do a lot of the difficult stuff, there’s a lot of nice countermelodies that make it sound less obscure, thanks to Brady.” Simultaneously physical and cerebral, challenging and melodic, Galapagos Momentum is Upsilon Acrux’s most accessible yet sophisticated release to date.  It should attract listeners from across the broad spectrum of “non-slacker” music – fans of everything from punk rock to classical minimalism, death metal to Neu!, Captain Beefheart to The Flying Luttenbachers, King Crimson to Koenjihyakkei, Magma to Orthrelm, Don Caballero to The Mahavishnu Orchestra, and Ruins to Hella and Ahleuchatistas.

An active touring band, Upsilon Acrux has played countless shows “all over the U.S.A.” The band has played with The George Trio, Orthrelm, The Z's, Hella, Fred Frith, Chris Cutler, The Locust, Plot to Blow Up the Eiffel Tower, Bad Acid Trip, The Polar Goldie Cats, 5/5/2000, The Ex Models, Hurt Model, Myrthcon, Sleeping People, The Haters, Chevalle De Fuse, Child Abuse, Nels Cline, The Flying Luttenbachers, Anal Cunt, Creation is Crucifixion, Don Caballero, The Black Heart Procession, Saccharine Trust, The Boredoms, Behold… the Arctopus, A Possible Link to Klaus, The Uphill Gardeners,  George Lewis, Trumans Water, The Fucking Champs, The Ruins, 400 Blows, Some Girls, and Bad Dudes, among others. Besides its active US gigging schedule, the band looks forward to touring Europe and beyond.
**************************************************

“…I think Faust, especially, is one of the most creative bands ever: You can’t really pinpoint exactly what they do. That’s what all bands should strive for, creativity above genres or styles. It should be about trying to be as creative as possible. That’s what art is supposed to be, right? Personal expression and/or creativity?”

 “We are trying to be a rock band, but we do it our own way. I want to do difficult stuff—I wanna do something that doesn’t bore me.  But at the same time, I would like anyone who’s at the show to enjoy it, be able to hum something walking away… We have nice harmonies, we try to have nice melodies here and there, we try to put more into it rather than be one hundred percent obscure all the time.”

 – Paul Lai interviewed by Etan Rosenbloom in “Upsilon Acrux: Mapping the path to obscurity,” Prefix, www.prefixmag.com

**************************************************
EXCERPTS FROM WHAT THE PRESS HAS SAID ABOUT UPSILON ACRUX:

VOLUCRIS AVIS DIRAE-ARUM          LP: EPICENE / CD: PLANARIA

2004
Lineup: Jesse Appelhans (drums); Derek Burns (drums); Eric Kiersnowski (bass); Nick Lejejs (moogs); Paul Lai (guitar)

“Upsilon Acrux makes some of the most detailed compositions I have ever heard.”    – Nels Cline
 “The complex time signatures and breakneck tempo changes one might expect haven’t been abandoned by the group…but Volucris Avis Dirae-Arum relies on more than these jaw-dropping pyrotechnics to be successful. …the quintet still have the ability to make instrumental music interesting at any speed. It’s Upsilon Acrux’s songwriting that sets them apart, not flashy instrumentalism or fiery bombast. An impressive cover of Goblin’s “Night of the Goblin,” is a great link between the past and the present, and the stereo split of drummers Derek Bruns and Jesse Klecker is another novel attractor.

The band’s self-termed “maximalist” aesthetic has reached its fruition on Volucris Avis Dirae-Arum. It’s tastefully done, without heavy-handed resurrection of the more clichéd fragments of prog’s past.”
– Adam Strohm, Dusted, 10/11/04, www.dustedmagazine.com






“…your first take on this fourth album by San Diego’s five-piece Upsilon Acrux will leave you speechless. The opener Oaxaca shows from the beginning that instead of just being another instrumental math band, the smart-assed use of Seventies moog keyboards and two drummers…add a welcome note of fun to their otherwise ultra-progressive…music.

With a former album called In The Acrux Of The Upsilon King, a King Crimson influence is more than natural, although the overall angularity reminds much stronger of early Henry Cow and subsequent R.I.O. followers. To prove once and for all their love of strange Seventies rock, they cover Night Of The Goblin by infamous Italian proggers Goblin…

You can’t deny that there is something very visual about UA’s music…it is with the longer tracks When Satan Ruled The Ocean, Jesus Made My Fish Tank Boil and The Seventh Gateway of Ninib Called Adarj that they convince with really intelligent song writing, being able to keep your attention in a quagmire of polyrhythms, odd time signatures and one of the craziest stereo productions you will ever hear.

Compared to other contemporary prog bands, UA have a much fuller sound than the more famous Flying Luttenbachers and are less metal than the Fucking Champs. In fact Volucris Avis Dirae-Arum is the album Henry Cow might have recorded, had they been founded in this millennium, and their refusal to improvise plus the not too long running time make this a perfect entry point into modern complex music. Technically brilliant, rhythmically unbelievable, with just the right amount of melody…”
– Disagreement.net, www.disagreement.net

LAST TRAIN OUT

HACTIVIST                  

2001

Lineup: Jesse Klecker (drums); Paul Lai (guitar); Cameron Presley (guitar)

Guest Musicians: Eric Kiersnowski (bass); Muir Tennerstet (bass); Bob Bruno (bass); Nick Lejejs (moogs)

“Last Train Out, Upsilon Acrux’s third installment of knotty, angular prog rock, clocks in at 34 minutes but is filled with enough ideas to easily flesh out a CD twice that length. The focus here is on composition rather than improvisation…with the band pushing at the limits of what a rock band can do with drums, electric guitars, bass, and some keyboards (though they're used less here than on previous releases). Tracks such as “The Wack Art Deception” and “The Three in Five” further establish Upsilon Acrux’s complex, spastic, yet robotic style as something distinct from its varied predecessors – King Crimson, Massacre, Don Caballero, Henry Cow – and showcase the band’s interplay with its best stop-on-a-dime tightness. Meanwhile, the quieter, yet still challenging “Propeller,” with its studiously interwoven guitar/harmonics display, finds the band carving out new sonic territory for itself. This is an impressive release…far from pop music, and is…recommended to serious-minded listeners. 4 STARS”


– William York, All Music Guide, www.allmusic.com

“…a truly unique brand of sonic disruption that’s ahead of its time? Welcome to the world of…Upsilon Acrux.

While the band employs the standard fare of two guitars, drums and an occasional backing bass, its sound is a far cry from the traditional rock ‘n’ roll formula, as modulated electronic effects and mutating tempos are introduced in limitless succession. On the band’s third full-length release, Lai and Presley spin sprawling webs of guitar notes, while each retains a distinct instrumental tone. The mind-boggling Jesse Klecker hunches behind his fluted North drums, alternating between steady rhythms and breathtaking rolls, mixing an awesome rhythmic potion that’s somewhere in between fusion and free jazz.

Claiming influences that range from the goriest of death metal acts to the most esoteric Kraut rock, Upsilon Acrux covers a wide range of musical territory. However…UA is no longer a band that sounds like Don Cabellero or Ornette Coleman on crack; it has defined its own sub-genre of self-effacing guitar theatrics and unconventional drumming, and can only be described by referring to particular tracks.

The key to Upsilon’s success is the group’s ability to construct radical, mood-altering tunes – varying its output between short bursts of feverish activity and long-playing, evolutionary numbers. “The Wack Art Deception” clocks in at 1:33, with six-string fireworks that will make Fred Frith or Jim O’Rourke drool… While the majority of UA tracks are quick-paced, whirlwind tours de force, this San Diego trio also shows that it can blow your mind with expansive, ambient-flavored compositions… With cunning alacrity, each Upsilon member determinedly constructs spatial melodies with keen placement of each note, gathering the whole mess into a swarm of buzzing tones and pulsating beats.

Last Train Out is the group’s most dynamic release to date, and it finds the Upsilon team at a crux (no pun intended) of its career. Unlike many avant-garde and progressive outfits, Upsilon Acrux breaches the realms of improvised eccentricity, administering stimulating tunes that are accessible to curiosity seekers and experimental fanatics alike. …” – Andrew Magilow, Splendid, 1/22/02, www.splendidezine.com

“…they claim death metal groups Morbid Angel and Necrophagist as influences, so there’s bound to be a fair amount of mayhem. But this is no reason to write Upsilon Acrux off as just another crazy metal group. There’s more to it than that. They make the kind of death metal Ornette Coleman and Don Cherry would have made circa 1968, had they not been playing free jazz.

In fact, the group draws on a broader range of influences beyond the rough and tumble world of death metal. Their sound is just as rooted in the Krautrock droning and repetition of Neu! and Faust as it is in the intricate extravagance of King Crimson. …But they’re not a Krautrock rip-off band by any means. …the free-jazz drumming of Jesse Klecker makes that very clear…

The band also makes use of some rather mind-boggling time signatures, fueled by Klecker’s jarringly syncopated drumming. The drums lay the foundation for the two guitars, as they work through complex riffs and odd ball melodies – which at times make them sound like Don Caballero  running from the police on speed – and the Modest Mouse like guitar riffage of “Twice the Tweak.”

Last Train Out is full of surprises. The playing is hermetically sealed, and the arrangements only become more complex as the album progresses. It’s got enough syncopation to keep you guessing until your buzz wears off, and enough chaos to keep you coming back to make sense of it all. Try it on an empty stomach with an open mind.”
       – Robert Young, Junkmedia, October 2001, www.junkmedia.org

“…If your life equals music, if you always loved art-rock and progmetallic sounds…it’s time for Upsilon Acrux!

…With Last Train Out…the musicians…compress their original sound, in terms of bigger intensity and creativity per minute. …some Crimsonish warped art-rock, stunt progmetal technique, sick avant-rock and jazz sounds, some totally insane free-improv, and a good measure of modern-rock tones – especially in the math-rock field. …some kraut-rock influence, and broadly perceived ambient music. What surprises most, is the…minimal instrumental setting. Two drum kits, guitar, bass and an ancient moog synthesiser…

…Album kicks off with kinda math-rock’y The Wack Art Deception. This untypical use of guitar harmonics lead straight into Propeller – avant-free improv rock piece, which might be comparable to French avant-rockers Magma and AMM or Supersilent’s extreme improvisations. …Guitarist and bassist are doing their best to impress…with unearthly techniques and timbres… They’re like speeded up Robert Fripp and Trey Gunn on LSD trip meeting John Coltrane on some psychedelic party. …

…there’s no background of any type in Upsilon Acrux textures. Seemingly, everything is just brutally thrown ‘in your face’. …

…Track 7…titled The Last Song brings…Larks Tongues in Aspic twice as fast, with more brutal, cameral Univers Zero/Art Zoyd approach. After this, the guitar starts to repeat one simple riff excessively…kraut rock in its best – Neu!, Ash Ra Temple and Can comes to mind.

 … Those…comparisons, are never obvious… They just give a broad, big picture of how Upsilon sound…

After The Fucking Champs and Hella, Upsilon Acrux Last Train Out is another, ambitious, instrumental approach to truly progressive (in a real sense) rock music… If you ever complained about…predictable…prog music, Upsilon Acrux is a great place to start the unforgettable adventure once more. All you need is…initiative and courage.”








– Dobas (translated by Gancz), Polish Art-Rock NET Caladan, 10/27/03, www.caladan.art.pl

THE LAST PIRATES OF UPSILON


WIN
                           1999

Lineup: Josh Quon (bass, keyboard, drums, sax); Cameron Presley (guitar, keyboard, clarinet); Jesse Klecker (drums; noise); Paul Lai (guitar, moog, sax)

“Upsilon Acrux is Amazzzzzzzzing.”   – Thurston Moore

“Last Pirates of Upsilon is another dense display of tight musicianship and original, uncompromising musical ideas from these brainy L.A. post-prog rockers. Here, the band plows through the difficult, unevenly cyclic rhythms of brief, tightly composed workouts…with great intensity and precision, leaving little breathing room… Other tracks…allow for more room to stretch out, juxtaposing noisy free-improv with moments of more structured interplay as well as some fully composed parts. Bringing together the more abstract, rhythmically dense aspects of ‘70s prog (such as King Crimson with a robotic, angular feel reminiscent of much late ‘70s/early ‘80s no-wave, Last Pirates… is both cerebral and physical at once. …those interested in “progressive rock” as an ideal rather than a time-locked style will want to check it out. 3 STARS” 






– William York, All Music Guide, www.allmusic.com

 “…This group of mutant, spasmodic avant-garde jazz rockers… mashes a frenzied-sounding Borbetomagus and a classic Ornette Coleman free-jazz approach into a collectively offensive-yet-powerful musical force… And while Upsilon Acrux thrive on the unexpected twists and turns of experimental music, there’s a readily apparent method to the band’s output, as a subtle yet confident mood pervades. The only thing that can be expected from these San Diegans is the unexpected, as it’s anyone’s guess as to what happens when “propeller guitars,” pocket trumpets and violas collide! …any band where the innocuous sounding “ambient-destructo-bass” is credited as an instrument had better deliver the goods, and Upsilon Acrux do just that, in an inspiring and exhilarating fashion.”

– Andrew Magilow, Splendid, www.splendidezine.com
IN THE ACRUX OF THE UPSILON KING
  
ACCRETIONS 

1999 

Lineup: Muir Tennerstet (bass, keyboard); Cameron Presley (guitar, keyboard, clarinet); Jesse Klecker (drums); Paul Lai (guitar, moog, soprano sax)

“…free jazz and hardcore fusion dominated by an astonishing kind of Splatter Prog…inexhaustible musical invention…”   – The Wire
“…Combining great technical ability and psychedelic know-how, tightly-syncopated compositions and improvisation, the group burns it up heavily and intensely with the likes of Triple 0, Zorn's Painkiller, Zappa, Beefheart, Guru Guru, mad free-bop jazzers, '70s avant-proggers and who knows what other crazy cats. …Their arsenal is a consistent assault on your regular rock instruments, accompanied by moogs and wacky sax.

The album begins with a brief, extremely complex but impressively fluid number, a template for this facet of UA's sound. “Pythagorean Theory” starts out with some brutal jazzcore then settles into a slow UNsettling grinding dissonant guitar racket. “Fielding Melling” is all over the place, with numerous quirky prog-rock rhythms and crazy wah-talky guitar outbursts. …”Ornette on Cactus” begins as a psychotic ode to the man, then gets back to their more distinctive full-blown mad prog-rock genius which blends right into “Kayak is Stupor”, a more linear creepy-crawly psyche jam…”






– Aural Innovations, #18, Jan. 2002

VARIOUS ARTISTS 
 TRUMMERFLORA 2
ACCRETIONS

1998


“This is a compilation of San Diego experimental groups put out in 1998. …The set is quite a rollercoaster of mood, methods and madness from the opening guitar to the closing long ambience. Upsilon Acrux leads off with ‘Before the pirates came’ which is a rollicking rocky number – a rapid Fripp/Guitar Craft like picking extravaganza is joined by drums which build, some noises in the background which could be voices and forms a wahwah sound up front, and finally electric guitar. Throughout its 10 minutes it shifts gear a few times, dropping back to a quiet drum and bass phase before rebuilding, the second time adding some organ. All in all an exhilarating…opening. …”






– Jeremy Keens, Ampersand Etcetera, Vol. 3, No. 1, ampersandetc.virtualave.net/ampv3_01.html

 “…This is the long overdue follow-up to the first Trummerflora released in 1995 which is about the time I encountered…the Wikiup Cafe/Intersection Gallery where a lot of San Diego's experimental artists used to perform. …the seeds that were then planted now bear fruit in this sequel… Upsilon Acrux never cease to surprise and delight as they enhance the sonic landscape. I invite you to sit back and enjoy the assembled experimenters who present a vision at once unique yet unified in their common pursuit: the explorations of sound.”

– www.damonholzborn.com
CONCERT REVIEW

“…Upsilon Acrux were almost too good. …pity for any jazzcore fans who were not at this show. If you like the Ruins, Boredoms, Magma and Zorn et al., you should’ve been at this show. …you would’ve found yourself staring at a group of guys who don’t even look old enough to be in a bar, let alone execute with the complexity of seasoned savants. Two drummers with their kits tuned to different pitches provide the shifty backbone for this jazznoise fest. Drummer Jesse Klecker’s set, had these crazy fluted toms with a wooden finish that…filled in the low end of their sound. This paired with the kit of Derek Bruns…added an dense complexity… guitarist Paul Lai…concentrated on throwing out undulating ripples of sound that really spoke to their love of King Crimson and All Things Fripp. …Erick Kiesnowski on bass…displayed virtuosity that actually made Squid nervous… there was Nick Lejejs on moog to reel things in with short siren blasts of melody. If you’re kicking yourself for missing this, you should be. Pick up their album, ‘In the Acrux of the Upsilon King’ for a little taste of the thrill ride ya missed.”
 – Squid, “5th Annual Mission Creek Music Festival: June 14, 2001,” Playing in Fog, www.playinginfog.com


