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Something triggered a creative outburst in Hermeto Pascoal, midinterview, that he wanted to immediately xplore. The Brazilian composer has built his legend on such spontaneity, and the results have always been unpredictable. No exception here. He enigmatically exclaimed that this new song would be a duet with his wife, Aline Morena, and its performance would use "only body parts." He then proceeded to call her and get to work.Pascoal's embrace and subversion of multiple contradictions add up to what he simply calls "universal music." A virtuoso jazz keyboardist and flautist, he has created previously unimaginable tunes with water bottles, a sports announcer's voice and grunting pigs. "You can use anything to make music," says Pascoal, who plays the Old Town School of Folk Music on Sunday. "You just have to lend it to good taste."Much of Pascoal's imagination stems from growing up in a small town in the state of Alagoas in Brazil's northeast. "When a car passed by, everyone would see it since most of our transportation was on horses," Pascoal, now 68, remembers.

The song he spontaneously composed with his wife on the telephone used their hands and mouths to imitate galloping hooves."I'd dare say he is one of the most Brazilian composers we have," says Brazilian-born jazz singer Luciana Souza, who is also Pascoal's god daughter. "He is able to draw on every tradition, and, for him, writing music is not an intellectual project. The stuff is totally genuine, pure and raw."

Early on, Pascoal created sounds that reflected the sound of his blacksmith grandfather building iron pots. Then, the budding musician started making his own instruments.

"My flutes were made from plants, especially the bamboo tree," Pascoal says. "During the day, I played them under the trees, and the birds got so used to them they'd come and fill the branches."

Soon enough, Pascoal picked up more than one reed instrument, including the saxophone. As a teenager, he moved to nearby Recife, which was the home of an upbeat and syncopated dance music called baiao. Similar to zydeco, it features the accordion. Pascoal began playing that instrument in dance halls (forros) at night after serenading his animal friends in the afternoon.

A great Brazilian jazz guitarist, Heraldo Do Monte, observed Pascoal's facility on the accordion's keys and asked him to join his group as a pianist.

Had to learn left hand

"I found jazz to be a music of immense possibilities; no wonder it was influencing the whole world," Pascoal says. "My right hand was well trained, and improvising wasn't any problem, but I had to work on my left hand and learn the different chords by ear.

"Jazz became one more style in my mixed bag with samba, baiao, Arabic, German and classical music, to name a few."

By the late 1960s, some of his colleagues began working frequently in the United States, including percussionist Airto Moreira and singer Flora Purim. They invited Pascoal to follow their path. Moreira joined Miles Davis' band, and before a concert, the trumpeter asked his drummer to introduce him to the white-haired Brazilian standing quietly in the corner.

"I couldn't speak English," Pascoal says, "and I didn't even know it was Miles Davis.

"After Airto explained to him about me, he invited me to his house and we became musical and spiritual friends."

Pascoal played drums, whistled and composed two serene tracks on Davis' sprawling 1970 recording, "Live-Evil" (Columbia/Legacy). After a few years building a following in the United States, Pascoal returned to Brazil.

"My mixed styles are of a reflection of what I see and feel in my country," Pascoal says. "I love the U.S., but I never want to be far away from Brazil."

One of Pascoal's most beautiful love letters to his country, the 1977 "Slaves Mass" (Rhino/Warner Bros.), was actually recorded in Los Angeles.

He reaches back to his experiences playing in northeastern dances and weaves these sources -- along with many others -- into complex arrangements. His inventive keyboard, soprano saxophone, flute and guitar solos complement such top jazz musicians as bassist Ron Carter.

Purim did not seem to mind her vocal exchanges with unusual -- sometimes non-human -- partners ("We dressed the two beautiful little pigs nicely when we brought them to the studio," Pascoal insists.).

Since he did not want to forget a single piece of music, Pascoal began studying composition and theory when he was in his 40s. He has written down more than 4,000 songs.

"I write at home or on trains, planes and buses," Pascoal says. "Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night to compose. There's a book called `Calendario do Som' (Sound Calendar) with 365 of my compositions; each one was written on one of the days of the year. Musicians are recording songs to match their birthdays."

Living quiet life

Today, Pascoal lives in his wife's hometown, Curitiba, which is in the southern part of Brazil and is relatively quiet compared with such larger urban centers as Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro. He says the city is gradually filling up with "excellent young musicians playing all kinds of music."

Pascoal's rare upcoming Chicago appearance will be with a quintet featuring one such young musician, his percussionist son Fabio.

Pascoal's group's sunny recent jazz disc, "Mundo Verde Esperanca" (Radio MEC, Brazil, 2003), is more restrained than his earlier explorations, but his plans remain anything but conventional.

"Aline and I are preparing a new work where we bring a big container filled with water to the stage to project our new sound."

Because Brazilians often refer to Pascoal as a wizard, he is asked if he'll dress up for his Halloween concert.

"No costumes," Pascoal says. "Just my normal me is scary enough."
----------
Hermeto Pascoal will perform at 6 and 9 p.m. Oct 31 at the Old Town School of Folk Music, 4544 N. Lincoln Ave.; $30; 773-728-6000.
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