
BIOG SOLIS LACUS

‘Stop, Look, Listen’. We took the title of pianist Raphael’s literally and went meticulously through the archives of his Brussels-based producer Pierre Pletinckx when Heavenly Sweetness re-released Raphael’s album in 2011. We were amazed to find that Pierre, who died in the early nineties, also produced ‘Solis Lacus’, an album brought out by an EMI subsidiary in 1975. As far as these collectors could recollect, the music was as resplendent as the album cover.

‘Solis Lacus’ is the work of pianist Michel Herr and the group of the same name, a distant ‘cousin’ of the other major Belgian electric jazz group of the era, Placebo. But whereas Placebo and their three albums now enjoy cult status after a late-nineties return to grace for their leader Marc Moulin, the band Solis Lacus fell into oblivion. This was despite the re-release of their album in the 1980s and the diverse career of Michel Herr, who later accompanied Toots Thielemans and many other major names in jazz, recorded several albums and became famous as a composer and arranger, of film music among other things.

This pianist who pioneered electronic keyboards in Belgium told us how proud he had been to own the first Fender Rhodes in his home country, having imported it especially from the USA at the beginning of the 1970s. Heavily influenced by Weather Report’s ‘I Sing The Body Electric’, in 1972 he decided to form a band to explore synthesizer textures and use them to open up new possibilities for jazz.

The group were regulars on the Belgian jazz club scene and came to the attention of Pierre Pletinckx, who offered them a few days’ recording at Roland Leclercq’s Madeleine studios. After a first session in April 1974 drummer Félix Simtaine was replaced by local star Bruno Castellucci (He played on the mega-hit ‘Born To Be Alive’), who teamed up with his friend, bassist Nick Kletchkovsky, to form Placebo. The band did its second and final recording session in May 1975. The titles of the tracks (‘Utopic Cities’, ‘Little Green Man’, Sea of Tranquility’) were inspired by cosmic thoughts and science fiction and sat perfectly with the band’s name, which refers to a spot on Mars visible from Earth called ‘the eye of Mars’.

These tracks sound like science fiction and were in line with the band’s forward-thinking musical philosophy. Hypnotic rhythms and innovative sound textures make Solis Lacus’s songs happy harbingers of the kind of electronic music that pervades our 21st century world, although the present unfortunately bears little resemblance to the band’s utopian vision. ‘Peace Please’.

