Album Review - The Church – Shriek (Excerpts From The Soundtrack)
Unorthodox Uno 001 

Unorthodox Uno 008 (re-issue)

Recorded, mixed and mastered by Jorden Brebach and Tim Powles @ the Orange Room & Spacejunk III 

Official original press release info:-

“The band have collaborated with respected Science Fiction writer Jeff Vander Meer in producing perhaps a new first, a soundtrack for a book. In influencing each other’s work the two have come up with an intriguing and original collaboration. Atmospheric and sometimes stark music with lyrics taken from the text of the book, the two go together like some archaic crime, wild dark and visceral. Enjoy them together or apart.”
“The music on this Cd is based on the critically acclaimed novel ‘Shriek: An Afterworld’ by Jeff Vander Meer, set in his signature creation, the fantastical city of Ambergris. The novel related the scandalous, heartbreaking, and horrifying secret history of two squabbling siblings and their confidantes, protectors, and enemies. Narrated under increasingly urgent conditions by ex-society figure Janice Shriek, the book presents a vivid gallery of characters and events, emphasizing the adventures of Janice’s brother Duncan, a historian obsessed with a doomed love affair and a secret that may kill or transform him ; a war between rival publishing houses that will change Ambergris forever; and the gray caps, a marginalized people armed with advanced fungal technologies who have been waiting underground for their chance to change the future of the city.”

“The Church also contributed voice talent and music to a short film based on Shriek. For more information visit the Shriek Site at www.shriekthenovel.com and Jeff’s blog www.jeffvandermeer.com. A limited edition of Shriek: An Afterworld from Wyrm publishing included this CD, along with a DVD of the movie. www.wyrmpublishing.com. You can reach the author directly at vanderworld@hotmail.com 


          Whilst the idea of The Church recording soundtrack music has been an obvious one for some time now, think of stuff like ‘First Woman On The Moon’ and ‘Serpent Easy’, when they finally get around to doing it they manage to, as is their style, fins a different, unorthodox angle on the concept. Some of us may have had in mind instrumental passages written to accompany a sci-fi movie – musically evoking tension, fear, curiosity, danger, strangeness, size, power, starkness and other moods. Instead there is a twist – they have recorded a soundtrack alright, but to a book not (initially) a film. Film versions may be forthcoming but the project is clearly focused on the book ‘Shriek: An Afterworld’ by Jeff Vander Meer. Vocals feature, at times atmospheric, at times lyrically using words from the book. It seems a logical direction to take when you consider that when accompanying a film the visuals are already there, the music helps to create or accentuate an existing mood wheras The Church’s instrumental output has always been visually evacative in its own right ie the ‘cinegraphic’ thing where the sheer atmosphere of a piece conjours up visuals in your mind. Therefore attaching music to existing film footage is partially a matching up exercise whereas this idea of a soundtrack to a book requires the more involving ability of creating visually evocative music.

Steve’s ‘Earthed’ of course visited similar territory but it was his music and his prose whereas this project requires interpreting someone else’s work.

The original release was blighted a little by an in-correct track listing (both in minor spelling errors and in matching the 17 listed tracks to the 16 track divisions on the CD). Audible ‘pops’ on the recording and a disappointing packaging that looks dog-eared as soon as you’ve opened it for the first time also added to an overall disappointment with the ‘product’ leading to the re-issue, remastered with a slightly revised gatefold sleeve and corrected track listing.

Then comes the difficult bit of taking in the music, describing it, thinking of how it sits alongside the rest of the discography – would it ever be re-interpreted live in whole or part / Do the band consider it to be one body of work or separate tracks ?

Steve described the album on his blog:

ooh strange stuff dark stuff

fevered music

whispy scrawly medieval bluesy

half songs

evil basslines

snakey guitars

tribesmen chanting

opera singers and mellotrons

too much in some places

a total aural trip

dig it or

you suck!

(just jokin’)

After a few plays it became noticeable that the album can be split into a few chunks each containing several tracks like self sufficient suites, something made necessary by the seamless transition from one track to the next, the ‘theming’ of adjacent tracks, the fact that some tracks have too little content to make them substantial or definable in their own right and the attempting to get down to the way you suspect it may have been conceived in the first place (if not some very neat editing has taken place to make it sound so cohesive). 

To be fair, such a soundtrack is not designed to be picked apart into individual tracks, but rather just has  some convenient tracking points to help the progression and alignment with the book. To listen to the whole thing without such signposts would be too much to take in however. The ‘excerpts from’ in the title suggests an even longer soundtrack was recorded from which this edition has been created, going back to the groupings theory they possibly indicate where any edits took place.

‘We Dwell In Fragile Temporary’ opens the album with spreading out generous washes of guitar atmospherics, continuing with ‘Shriek Voices’ which features multiple layers of dialogue over a droning backdrop. ‘Shriek Theme’ is dominated by Peter’s atmospherics, blending into ‘Peter & Mary’ with the band revving up over Steve’s spoken word flowing into ‘Even The Flies Have Eyes’ which at 6 ½ minutes for the first 5 tracks makes it the first distinctive ‘piece’. So far some cohesion and atmosphere but not much easily definable content and without the book a confusion as to what it all surmounts to. 

‘The Gray Caps’ has further atmospherics and rumbling bass with spoken word and occasional washes of a second guitar, all very minimalist with an eerie sense of tension increased by the distant thud of drums blended with a contrast of crisp echoed snares placed at the front of the mix. Much more like what I’d have expected, whilst still not progressing far from its starting point it has a more familiar feel to it. 

‘Triffidian Church’ just 41 seconds of radio interference and guitar is a prime example of the ‘Sum of the parts’ attitude to listening to the album – it’s a mere interlude (but a necessary thing to have when linking the tracks of varying styles) to 

‘Ambergris’ which features incredibly intense spoken / screamed vocals from Steve, married to a suitably reciprocating backing as the band seem to enjoy the brief opportunity to stretch out a little and intensify before ‘My Love Last Night’ drops back down for a brief spoken word section.  ‘Incident On Bannerville’ against a gentle backdrop, more softly spoken word is this time presented more invitingly orthodox in manner and draws you in at a relaxing pace on the closest thing yet to a ‘stand alone’ track building a little towards it’s closing peak of “The Closer I Get To the End” part, A good cut off point for the second ‘chapter’ of the soundtrack.

‘A Tragi-Comic Love Story’ an instrumental featuring guitar soloing again something that would stand up on its own. As the soloing intensifies the drumming reciprocates and the track briefly sparks into another gear, sounding not unlike a more intense moment of one of their Jams and at 5 ½ mins is a more substantial track than most. 

‘A Tale for You’ is much more close to an orthodox ‘song’, loop based rather than verse-chorus, it is reminiscent of those shorter tracks on Priest = Aura and like those songs is just frustratingly over too soon at 1 minute 40 seconds.. 

‘We Are Lost’ has a distinctive vocal melody sung by Tracy Redhead with operatic backing vocals, the repetitive melody is treading the very fine line of being hypnotically incisive or irritatingly tedious. The variety of presentation prevails as guitar, bass and various vocal styles carry the melody in their own distinctive ways.  It flows directly into ‘Dream Of Edward’ which accompanies ‘We Are Lost’ well with Steve’s expressive spoken word competing with a frantic musical backdrop for your attention like a dual assault on your concentration. 

‘War Of The Houses’ opens encouragingly with bright guitar and a more mellow atmosphere and blends seamlessly into ‘Shriek – Reversal’ the clue being in the title perhaps (and possibly ruling out a live interpretation), similarly there’s a seamless blend into album close ‘The Aan Tribal War’ before rumbling bass and drums propel a steadily intensifying song with acoustic guitar and vocals.

You’re left still unclear as to what it’s all been about but importantly there has been an over riding style and tone that pulls all of the elements together.

Cherry picking the more orthodox song structures would be an easy but lazy exercise, it’s more beneficial to hear them in their intended environment and context but if 17 ‘directions’ in 42 minutes is a bit too much to take in, and it can be - dependant on your mood, it’s perhaps easier to say what it’s not – it’s not 17 new Church ‘songs’, it’s not entirely instrumental (indeed the wide range of ways to use the vocals is a theme) and it’s not all immediately accessible. Some of the ‘tracks’ help to link contrasting moods from tracks adjacent to them whilst a few others are generously substantial in content and could easily be enjoyed as stand alone tracks. Overall, if you think too much rather than listen (guilty as ever but I know there’s a review to be written) it can be a difficult experience, if however you take it how it comes and for what it is, there is reward in both isolated moments and overall feel of the album as a whole.

