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Liner notes from CG 111 Aquifer by the Mark Dresser Trio

Aquifers are the pipelines of Earth’s intricate subterranean water processing system, networks of rock fractures and permeable material like gravel, sand, and sandstone. They know no borders, conforming only to the larger forces of geology, which determine their courses and where they surface as springs and lakes. Though more than half the drinking water and most of the water used in crop irrigation in the US is retrieved from wells, it represents a small percentage of what aquifers convey. While they have been roughly mapped -- many in the US are larger than some states -- aquifers are perhaps the most mysterious of Earth’s life support systems.

An aquifer’s accumulation, transit, and release of water constitute a rich metaphor for the creative process. From the moment rain hits the ground to the moment it emerges, shot through a pressurizing rock fissure, each drop of water has remained unchanged; only its context has changed. The same is true with the passions and dreams that are the basic stuff of creativity. When brought together within a medium, even unconnected fragments converge with purpose, direction, and force. Subconscious processes surface with a utility precious beyond measure.

This metaphor is reinforced with each listening of Mark Dresser’s <<Aquifer>>. It is fitting that Dresser’s compositions and his performances with Matthias Ziegler and Denman Maroney (who also penned the descriptively titled "Pulse Fields") do not make the point overtly, let alone pedantically.  Despite the erudition with which Dresser’s compositions tap jazz and contemporary music lexicons, and the astonishing array of sounds produced by these innovative instrumentalists, this is a program that seeps into the psyche.  

However, this music is far afield from that currently associated with the term, deep listening.  There are no cleansing breath long tones or lulling, acoustically fortified harmonic washes.  Instead, the program is teeming with pointed ideas, some as provocative as the blues. One of Dresser’s strengths as a composer is his ability to give his pieces a specific voice and point of view, expressed through attack and timbre as well as materials. In less sure hands, a comparable stylistic range would result in mushy eclecticism.

Yet, the program has a spot-on sensibility that facilitates an absorbing experience. Much of its initial allure stems from Dresser achieving an Ellingtonian synonymy between musicians and materials, no small task considering the unusual palettes resulting from the trio’s extensive use of so-called extended techniques, and that two of the pieces --"Digestivo" and "Modern Pine" -- had all but been patented by Dresser and Mark Helias on <<The Marks Brothers>> (De Werf; 2000). Dresser meets this challenge by integrating the trio’s expansive inventories of stunning sounds into multi-faceted compositions equally informed by traditional chamber ensemble virtues.

(continued)

Throughout the program, the music flows effortlessly from abstract soundscapes to precisely scored ensembles, and from one musical tradition to another. "FLBP" slips through several zones of otherworldly textures, as well as a rigorous notated passage. "Digestivo" employs a smooth cross fade between its initial theme, whose Spanish tinge is closer to Rodrigo than Jelly Roll Morton, and several shades of blues-based blowing. In the prefatory improvisational swirl of "For Bradford," dedicated to Los Angeles trumpeter-composer Bobby Bradford, Dresser and Ziegler use tonalities and articulations more commonly associated with South India than South Central. 

Not only does the trio finesse conceptually daring transitions; it also delves into an impressive range of moods and grooves. At one of the spectrum is the inviting, burnished swing of "Modern Pine," a homage to drummer Ed Thigpen, in which the trio deftly uses rhythmic modulation to warm the tune’s John Lewis-like courtly bluesiness. At the other end is the surrealistic clangor of Maroney's non-fixed piano preparations (which he dubs "hyperpiano"), Ziegler's breathy swells, and Dresser’s arco on "Sonomatopoeia, " a soundtrack for tumbling through wormholes. Repeatedly, their cogency with such varied, if not thoroughly dissimilar modalities cause moments of cognitive dissonance; after all, in an age of specialization, ensembles don’t do so many things so well.

The underlying reason for these remarkable attributes is the rapport between Dresser, Maroney, and Ziegler. Rapport is to an ensemble what rain is to an aquifer, the necessary recharge. Rapport coalesces such contrasting sounds as the flutter of Ziegler's flute, the plaint of Dresser’s pizzicato, and the metallic cry of Maroney’s hyperpiano on the title track. It is the close order, turn on a dime articulation of an exciting, technically daunting piece like "FLAC."  Time and again, the rapport between Dresser, Maroney, and Ziegler is deep, complex, and vital. Like an aquifer.

Bill Shoemaker, September 2001
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