	





	MUSIC REVIEW

Flamenco 2006 off to a rousing, dynamic start
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With an overflow audience jamming the house and some of the world's finest folkloric musicians crowding the stage, Flamenco 2006--Chicago's annual celebration of Spanish culture--got off to an enthralling start Wednesday night.

If the rest of the monthlong festival proves as musically dynamic and intellectually probing as the opener, there will be provocative listening ahead.

Though every performer offered music worth savoring, the most anticipated attraction--and the most rewarding--was guitarist Juan Carmona, leading a remarkably well-honed ensemble.

Some listeners will remember Carmona from a Chicago appearance several years ago as an accompanist for a vocalist from Marseilles, France. This time, Carmona stepped into the spotlight, proving himself as much virtuoso as showman, a bona fide headliner in his own right.

Unlike the prototypical flamenco star, Carmona holds allegiance to the cultures of two nations--France, where he was born, and Spain, where he has studied intensively (and where he has accrued several musical awards). But because flamenco music itself has long since transcended borders, it accommodates multiple influences, as Carmona's set proved.

He opened his performance playing a ravishing, extended solo in a single work drawing upon a vast vocabulary of flamenco techniques. Heroic rhythms, lyrical song forms, pulsing dance beats, brilliant finger technique--these elements and others reminded listeners of the syntax of flamenco, albeit expressed at an exalted technical level.

Before Carmona had finished the soliloquy, however, three members of his septet took to the stage, clapping hands in the distinctly syncopated manner that gives flamenco its fervor and fire. The rhythmic detail that Carmona and his accompanists articulated was remarkable to behold, beats layered upon beats, meters subdivided into extraordinarily slender fractions.

By the time the entire septet was playing, the music--and its cultural references--expanded dramatically. The essentials of flamenco music were plain to hear in the rhythmic patterns the percussionists offered and in the chanting phrases of the band's tenor.

But the give and take among the musicians, as well as the alternation between composed ensemble passages and freely improvised solos, inevitably evoked comparisons to the art of jazz. Considering France's long-time affinity for an American art form, as well as Carmona's French heritage, the jazz influence perhaps should not have come as a surprise.

Then, too, the performance brought forth the sound of gypsy music, which has roots in both flamenco and early European jazz. You could hear as much in the plaintive lines of Carmona's violinist, in the constant changes from major to minor keys, and, above all, in the freewheeling spirit of the often wordless vocals.
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