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By I'om Johnson

“Romantic inimalism™ would seem to be a con-
tradiction in terms. Yet the phrase strikes me as an
appropriate label for Lhe work of Carles Santos. This 39-
vear-oid composer is clearly a minimaiist. He likes to
work with a mere handful of notes or sounds, he frequent-
iv uses additive techniques that allow a phrase to change
only in extremely giadual increments, and he always
ends np with relatively repetitilive pieces. Yet his at-
titude has little to do with- the cool-headedness that
usually goes along with minimalist technigues. His music
seems to cmerge out of real feelings, and he performs it
Guite passionately. Sometimes I even sense flamenco
influence, which is not all that unlikely, hecause the
compizer has spent most of hix life in Spain. Perhaps you
would preter to think of his work as “Spanish min-
tmalism.”

Santos is from the Barcelona area, and his native
language is Catalan. which explains why he calls himself
Carles inatead of Carlos. He tours reguiarly and has been
in New York many times, and 1 had heard {ragments of
his work before, Bus il was not uatil his recent visit here,
which included perfofmances at Carnegie Recital Hail
and en the Experimental Intermedia series and featuied
somme recent works, that I was able to obtain a broader
understanding of his music.

Santus is a formidable pianist, and his own per-
formances of his piano music can be stunning. My
favorite Santos piano work is 8 piece called “Buchalaroz

by ht,” which I heard at an informal gathering one
eveni t begins with a short lina played over and over.

but soen the line begins to grow. New notes are attached
to the beginaning of the phrase or the end, or inserted in
the midale. Gradually the harmony becomes more lush,
the range negins to spread over the whole keyboard, the
pianistic style begins to reflect Chopin, or perhaps
Rachmaninoff, and even accuracy is occasionally sacri-
ficed in favor of the emotional sweep. Eventually the
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Sanios: a passionate performer

phrase is so long that you can no longer keep track of the
additons and changes, and so sensual that you no longer
want to,

“Gar y Gos” involves passions of a ditferent sort, This
is a theatre piece for flute 2nd piano, which Santos played
at Carnegie Recital Hali with {lutist Barbara Held, and
its a kind of love story. At this performance, Held
sometimes sat en the bench next to the pianist, playing
her flutc very sweetly while Santos sang to ber, and
sometimes they were a less blissful couple. At one point
they even stomped out angry rhythms at each other with
their leet. 1 sensed that this newly composed work has
autobiographical sources. But it captures the essence of
such mattors in a general way, and it does so in a mere
10 or 15 minutes. )

Other Santos picces could be considered sound poems,
and several of these were inciuded un the Experimental
Intertaedia program on Centre Sircet. “La bogqueta
Amplificada’ translates as “the amplified little mouth,”
and that is an appropriate description, for the piece
consisis solely of mouth sounds. Using a microphone, and
no voiced sounds at all, Santos inhales, exhales, breathes,
whouvshes, kisses, lips, tougues and sputters his way
throu:th his remarkably scosual litlle piece. *“To-ca-ti-
co-to-ca-la” takes a more rhythmic direction, with
speedy tongue work and lois of energy.

“Avigno 79”7 and “Cant euvergetic” are at least as
rionate. In these short pieces, Santos works without a
microphone, projecting fast sequences of nonverbal
sounds quite loudly, while he swings and sways and
sweals profusely. Occassionally, however, he stands si-
lently, shifting Lo & pure rmovemeat vocabulary of
rhythmic [acial twitches, which are sometimes quite
4MmusIng.

Several of Santos’s short filras were shown that same
night. “Peca per a quatre pianos” begins quite innocently
with Santos sitting at a grand piano playing music ihat
is modal, energetic, and repetitive. Soon, however, the
pianist gets up and waiks away. Of course, we expect the

music to stop, but the sound. track continues as if the

piano were playing itself. The camera shilts
we see Santox begin a second part on a secont 0.
Eventuaily he sits down at 2 thirg piano and a fourth
piana, and the tour-track music heeomes guite dense.
The movie ends, drolly, with the pianist walking oft the}
screen. All four pianos continue. Without him,
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A third (ilm, which I undirstand is currently recevi
a commercial run in Barceluia, has a long ttle of mus
syvllables. These syllables <z Ul 36 pitck
12-count theme that Sax praye nn the piang
or 40 times throughout the Qlm. This musie does nat
change at all, =0 far a= [ can tell, but vhr visual image
does. With every new ropeal ol tie wmusical phrase.
tie film cufs to show the pianist in yet her costume.
Now he s a transvestite, now 2 1 n characlor, aow
a frogman, He sits at the mano the whale time, and the
cimera angle Is as steady as thu music. Only the ¢os-
tumes change.

It is not surprising that Santos comes up with ditferent
kinds of ideas. depending on whether lie is creuating
instrumental music, sound paetry, or 1 . i have
little trouble {indine conncetions, There is & cerain
maodesty i all of his products, none of which ure very
long. lverything containg some degre hanor. Reg
less of his medium. he limits his materials, ropeats a jot,
and generally emplovs minimalist techniguos. Busom
imporiant, most essential, his stateinenis are alwayvs
passtonate in one way or another If “romantic min-
imalism” reaily is a contrndiction i’ werns, it s only
Lecause the terms were coined withoul 1s Carles
S:antos into account, 1}
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