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Composer and multi-instrumental percussionist Aguilar will be known to more eagle-eyed PT
readers from his appearance alongside George Lewis and Anthony Davis on David Borgo’s
Reverence for Uncertainty, reviewed here in March 2005. Like those improvising demons, he
straddles electroacoustic and free music, and has collaborated with the likes of Wadada Leo Smith,
Anthony Braxton, Charlie Haden, and electroacoustic composer and bassist Lisle Ellis. This new
studio recording finds Texan Aguilar brimming with ideas and imagination in pieces performed with
the Californian electroacoustic group soNu, or in audacious solo settings. Braxton has described
soNu’s work as “music for the third millennium”. Aguilar in fact travels back and forth in time and
space, to pre-Hispanic central America, and to modern-day Japan, for sources and inspiration. His
music has burnt its passport while in transit.

“Xochicalco (for Julio)” is dedicated to the Mexican composer Julio Estrada, after a sojourn with
Estrada in Cuernavaca, which produced sound sources of wind and percussion, plucked
instruments, rainsticks or dropped objects, with the members of soNu given enigmatic (and secret)
instructions on how to approach the piece, with an elegiac lilt to it that could almost be,
incongruously, Oregon.

Exposure to Giacinto Scelsi’s “Ko-Tha” triggered “Contrafactum for Scelsi”, which approaches the
guitar as a hand percussion instrument, recalling the darker moods of Harold Budd or Ludovico
Einaudi. “RoCaMaYoHa” sounds like a shakuhachi (in fact Aguilar on plucked dulcimer) put
through John Cage’s kitchen blender. This ten-minute epic then develops into a full-blown sonic
storm recalling the mischief that Cathy Berberian and Luciano Berio used to get up to.

The winningly-titled “Suprachiasmatic Nuclei”, after the retinal nerve-cells that help regulate
biological rhythm, is a meditation on periodicity in sound work, in response to Reich’s “Pendulum
Music”, although this builds from a squeak to a scream, with submarine explosions, shards of voice
and percussion, and much unneighbourly interference with the sound sources. In cool (any sense)
contrast, “Dirac’s Theory” is a solo for Aguilar, a ‘brand new snare drum’ and hand weapons, and
while not Max Roach’s majestic solo for single cymbal still alarms with the noise one man can coax
out of a humble single drum.

The globetrotting Aguilar’s music is stateless but also, as the convoluted title might eventually
imply, about the complicated notion of belonging anywhere. The last piece, “Wendell’s History”, is
a reading of a poem by poet Wendell Berry, a modern-day Thoreau (via Whitman and perhaps
William Carlos Williams) who abandoned literary New York for a Kentucky farm. His poem
“History”, backed by Aguilar’s fraudulent gamelan on glockenspiel, will strike a chord with any
latterday nomad trying to fathom the “art of being here”. A glib tag would be to call it post-global,
but this is the freshest new music I’ve heard since modest Norwegian legends Jokleba, fully
deserving of Whitney Balliett’s near perfect description of intelligent music as “the sound of
surprise”.
JG








