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A glass of water. A piglet. A hubcap. A soccer announcer. In the hands of Hermeto Pascoal, just about anything can be transformed into a musical instrument. 

Affectionately known in Brazil as "O Bruxo" (the sorcerer), the visionary composer and multi-instrumentalist is an aural explorer who has created a vast musical universe in which folkloric Brazilian styles such as frevo and samba, xaxado and forro intermingle with jazz, rock and European art music. The result is a capacious, infinitely surprising oeuvre as profound as it is playful, full of lightning rhythmic shifts and unspeakably tender melodies. 

Pascoal makes his first West Coast appearance with his band in more than a decade on Wednesday at the Palace of the Fine Arts Theatre, as part of the San Francisco Jazz Festival. The luminous Brazilian vocalist Monica Salmaso, whose repertoire features a wide array of samba styles, opens the concert in a duo performance with pianist Benjamim Taubkin. 

Pascoal performs with his sextet, a group he refers to as his "universal family," whose most recent member joined a decade ago. His bands are known for their total mastery of his music, often rehearsing daily for hours even when there's no performance coming up. 

With his wild, flowing white hair, the albino musician cuts a fantastic figure onstage. Rushing from instrument to instrument -- besides found object percussion, Pascoal is a virtuoso on piano, accordion and various reeds, brass, strings and flutes -- he creates intricate tapestries of sound that feel like spontaneous outbursts but hold together with a powerful internal logic. 

"I'm creating things 24 hours a day," says Pascoal, 68, from Curitiba, the capital of the southern Brazilian state of Parana, speaking through an interpreter. "I'm very quick. Most things I compose at the moment. Tomorrow I'm going to Rio and the people in the studio are scared because I never told them what I'm going to do. It's the inspiration that comes to me at that time." 

Pascoal's influence is hard to overstate. Within Brazil, he created the space for a progressive instrumental tradition on a scene long dominated by vocal music. Over the years, his groups have served as an incubator for some of the country's most creative figures, from singer-songwriter Milton Nascimento and vocalist Flora Purim to guitarist Toninho Horta and percussionist Pernanbuco. Though he isn't a prolific recording artist, he has produced a number of influential masterpieces, such as 1976's "Slaves Mass" (Warner Bros.). 

Internationally, Pascoal has inspired leading figures in jazz and classical music, and his compositions have been recorded by Miles Davis and the Berlin Philharmonic. Davis once called him "the most complete musician I've ever met." 

Mike Marshall, an Oakland mandolin and guitar master who has performed widely with such extravagantly creative musicians as cellist Yo-Yo Ma, bassist Edgar Meyer, fiddler Darol Anger and mandolinist Dave Grisman, quickly lapses into superlatives when discussing Pascoal. 

"He is one of the most important music figures of our time," says Marshall, who teamed up with Pascoal's former pianist Jovino Santos Neto to record the gorgeous 2003 CD "Serenata" (Adventure Music), the first non- Pascoal album devoted exclusively to the composer's music. 

"I predict that in 100 years from now, hopefully sooner, his music will be discovered and people will become aware of what he's actually been up to." 

Pascoal's mad-scientist persona has often obscured his musical accomplishments. While he is widely known and respected, even in Brazil he remains something of a cult figure. 

"There's an aura," Santos Neto said in an interview last year, "because of the way he looks and some of the things that are considered eccentric, like using pigs, or making instruments out of hubcaps or old sewing machines. People expect that he's going to do something weird because he looks weird and they don't know if he's going to whip a chicken from his sleeve, which he could very well do. But he does all these things from a musical perspective, because he's interested in the sound that that produces." 

Pascoal traces his omnivorous sonic sensibility to his bucolic childhood in the rural, northeastern village of Arapiraca in the state of Alagoas, where there was no electricity or radio. 

"I'm 68 years old, and I've been a musician for 68 years," he says. "When I was born, that's when I made my first sound, which was crying. When I was 7 or 8, I would spend the whole day out in the bush, listening to animals. My father was a blacksmith, and I'd gather old pots and pans, old pieces of metal and hang them outside, and play them like a battery." 

Flute was his first traditional instrument, and by age 7 he was proficient on the small-button accordion known as a sanfona. Before reaching his teens, he was working professionally, providing churning music for dances and festivals around his hometown. The experience of playing at informal jam sessions, where small groups of musicians maintained independent, overlapping melodies, developed his ear for contrapuntal composition. 

He still finds music everywhere: His composition "Tiruliruli" grew out of a phrase from a Brazilian soccer announcer's broadcast, repeated over and over with increasingly harmonic complexity until it mutated into a catchy, coherent composition. 

"I love sounds," Pascoal says. "When I'm in the kitchen, it's a wonderful place. There's the dishwasher and all the different sounds. It's very rare that I spend one day without creating something, because there are so many interesting sounds around." 



HERMETO PASCOAL performs at 7:30 p.m. Wednesday at the Palace of Fine Arts Theater, 3301 Lyon St., San Francisco. $24-$42. (415) 776-1999; www.sfjazz.org. 
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