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Looking Into The
Soul Of One Of Rock’s
Premier Soloists

and T-Bone Walker the truth

of one well-placed note said it
all. A generation of great guitarists,
including Jimmy Page, Jeff Beck,
Eric Clapton and Jimi Hendrix
chose the blues for their formal
training. They in turn spawned a
third generation of blue note bend-
ers, with the likes of Eddie Van
Halen, Neal Schon and Alex Lifeson
leading the way.

Each successive generation has
their own sound, but the foundation
upon which they place their rock is
as steady, sturdy and truthful as
ever. All the synthesizers in the world
won’t change that. And so it goes
even with the rebellious nature of
rock music, the more things change
the more they remain the same. At
the top of this year's rock charts
David Bowie called in blues wonder
Stevie Ray Vaughan to play it pure
on Let’s Dance. In the jazz world
Miles Davis, the father of the electric
fusion movement, is back to playing
straight ahead blues. L.A. studio
whiz, Larry Carlton, recorded with
B.B. King.

None of this is a surprise to
Carlos Santana, whose most recent
solo album Havana Moon traces his
own roots in the blues.

For blues players like B.B. King
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“It's not an accident that the
blues are coming back,” states the
36-year-old guitar hero. Just coming
off the tennis court, Carlos Santana
is rested and revitalized. Basking in
the glow of his new born son, he
seems almost as excited about the
changes in the Santana band. Vo-
calist Greg Walker and keyboard
player Tom Coster have returned
to the fold. Chester Thompson, the
ex Tower of Power keyboard player
has been added. Fired by blues power
since he was a child, Carlos leans
into the conversation, as he relaxes
at his home in the Bay Area. “Every-
thing goes in cycles, including music.
People can get so far with electronics
and after a while you have to go
back to the real dirt stuff, which is
the blues. I was listening to Syn-
chronicity and even the Police, as
abstract as they are, sound like they’re
playing the blues.”

The blues have been kind to
Carlos Santana. Among the last of
the late 60’s guitar heros to have
weathered the oft-changing cycles
of music, Carlos has survived with-
out losing sight of his roots or his
purpose. His San Francisco street
band became the hottest new stars
to emerge from the Woodstock Fes-
tivalin '69. The Santana Blues Band,
as they were billed, combined a
steaming latin rhythm section with
the blue heat of Carlos’s wailing
guitar. Their first album, Santana,
went platinum, setting a precedent
for new groups that wasn't matched
until the first Boston album in '76.

Implicity
Incerity
oulfulness
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But Carlos has never had to live
in the past for audience acceptance.
Santana have always sustained them-
selves from the road. One of the
most consistent concert draws in rock
history, Carlos and company have
enjoyed recent hits with Winning and
Hold On. But rather than hits, it is
the raw excitement of the rhythm
section coupled with the vitality,
soulfulness and grace of Carlos San-
tanas guitar playing that grabs the
crowds. Carlos echoes this state-
ment. “This band live infinitely tran-
scends any record I've ever made.
The reason is that this band plays
to the people.”

For Carlos, finding his own voice
on the guitar is a constant process.
“I do it at home about every two
weeks,” he explained. “I pick up the
guitar, plug in a rhythm machine,
and tape my playing for a couple of
hours. Then I put everything aside
for a while. When I listen back to
the tape the first 45 minutes sound
like a lot of people. After that point
I start sounding like myself. It’s like
a snake that sheds its skin. It's a way
to get rid of unnecessary things and
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find precious things about yourself.
It's like 2 man sifting for gold dust.
Out of that sifting comes songs and
persunal melodies. 'I‘huse are the
things I make songs from.”

When the stage calls and there
isn’t time to shed the skin of outside
influences, Santana prepares by
playing very slow!y fot_' a half an
hour before greeting his audience.
Songs from Brazil’'s Milton Nasci-
mento or Miles's Sketches of Spain
often fall into this category. “With
those tunes you either play and tell
the truth or you don’t sound good.
It's like a guy who recites will-do
things to slow himself down so his
timing works. He wants to enunciate
every word.

“Anybody can play fast. While
it’s great to play flash licks, it's more
important in the long run to learn
beautiful melodies. Otherwise you
find yourself being admired by a
bunch of guys and there ain't a
woman in sight! It’s the difference
between saying something soulful
and romantic or gibberish and flash.
The point is you can do both.”

Of all the modern guitar heroes,
none is given more room to stretch
out on stage than Santana. Compel-
ling, raunchy or elegant, Carlos cov-
ers all the bases with an ear toward
listener fatigue. “It’s a fact that it’s
more fun to improvise than it is to
listen to someone solo. That's why
there’s a need for themes. Just when
people want to leave, you make them
sit down and say that’s a nice theme,
let me check this out. A perfect solo
is the best of your imagination, the
best of your feeling, the best of your
sincerity and the best of your sim-
plicity. When you put all these things
together, that’s a temendous solo.
But you can’t force it. All that stuff
happens unconsciously. It's there on
Europa, Samba Pa Ti, and some of
the latin things.

“The melody to Europa was writ-
ten for a friend who was having a
bad experience with LSD. I wrote
those lyrics about mushrooms and
showed them to her as a poem. She
was freaking out so I sat down with
a guitar and wrote the melody. I
never touched it until I got together
with Tom Coster (Santana's key-
board player) seven years later. We
were in England on tour with Earth,
Wind & Fire. It was during a re-

hearsal. All of a sudden 1 started
playing the melody, and Tom started
playing chords spontaneously be-
hind it. That was it. People have
always related to that song. It re-
minds me that everybody wants to
be free.”

Carlos credits his father and
singers like Dionne Warwick, Aretha
Franklin and Johnny Mathis for
helping him develop the graceful
soaring style heard on Eurepa. Car-
los exclaims, “First and foremost I
must thank my father for teaching
me to play the violin as a kid. Be-
cause the violin doesn’t have any

frets you really have to concentrates
on the notes you play with your left
hand. You can’t be thinking about
your girlfriend or anything else. All
of your feelings and emotions have
to be attuned to that one note.
Otherwise you'll sound like a joke.”

Listening to singers, Carlos
learned to breath and phrase natu-
rally. “Instead of learning the chords
to a Dionne Warwick tune, I'd try
and get her voice and phrasing down.
It was the same with Aretha. That
way when the piano plays the chords,
you do what Aretha does. Your gui-
tar becomes like a voice, so you take
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perform this one live, I wail. But on
the record it was about creating a
mood. It wasn’t a showcase for any-
body to pull a switchblade. '

“I like the mood that Miles,
Weather Report or the Police set
up without a singer and without a
solo. I'm especially fond of Equinox
by John Coltrane. There’s a great
mood even before anyone starts
playing a theme or a solo. On the
other hand, listen to the guitar parts
on Beat It. That's rock and roll to
me. It's not just Eddie Van Halen’s
solo either, the rhythm guitar parts
sound beautiful. You can build a
mansion on that foundation.

“My favorite moods with this
band come on stage with new songs.
One song is called John Henry and
another is Right Now I Know How
You Feel. The one I'm most fond of
is called Brotherhood which will prob-
ably be the title of the next album.
It sounds something like Jimmy Page,
Miles Davis and Michael Jackson!”

Santana’s prime guitars are the
aforementioned SBG2000 and a
custom built Paul Reed Smith. Most
of the ballads are played on the

Yamaha, which he regards as his
soprano voice. The Paul Reed Smith
guitar is the more masculine and
tenor voice heard on the rockers.
Both are fairly straight ahead in-
struments. On the Yamaha the pick-
ups were changed to old Gibson
PAF’s, while the Paul Reed Smith
houses Seymour Duncan pickups.

On stage he has access to three
different amp and speaker combi-
nations, each with its own “color.”
For soaring sustain there is a Mesa
Boogie amp with one 12" speaker.
Harder edged solos go through a
Marshall amp with a Mesa cabinet.
For rhythm, Carlos chooses a Mar-
shall 100 watt amp and a Yamaha
4x12" cabinet. His effects consist of
a Cry Baby Wha and a Roland Echo
Plex.

The master of sustain, Carlos
has yet to use an artificial device to
get his signature sound. “I'll walk
around on stage with the roadie until
I get the sustain I want,” he told me.
“When I find it, I have him take
note of the amp settings and mark
that spot with gaffer’s tape. I have
no problem getting back to that spot
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because I use a Nady wireless system,
which I'm very happy with.”

With close to 20 albums in the
racks, Santana, has left an indelible
mark on the history of rock music.
When asked what he hoped people
would remember as having his been
his contribution to music, he re-
sponded, “Simplicity, sincerity and
soulfulness are the only things I
would like to contribute to music.
To me simplicity clarifies and soul-
fulness inspires. I would like to sim-
plify and clarify things for a lot of
people. That's about it. The rest of
the stuff everybody else can have.”

Beyond poetics, Carlos is essen-
tially an eternal student. “I joke
around, but I like the feeling of
really learning. When you play with
aguy like (jazz pianist) McCoy Tyner
your brain cells get stretch marks.
Just listening to the man, you ex-
pand. He inspires me to say that I
should be climbing mountains and
soaring that height, expressing that
much beauty and telling that much
truth. People like Neal Schon and
Eddie Van Halen are supreme mu-
sicians, but they would shine even
more if you put them with Herbie
Hancock or McCoy Tyner. Then
you could tell what they can really
play. It's easy to get a background
beat and have somebody play calis-
thenics. I know Eric Clapton can
play the blues anytime, anyplace.
The last time I saw Clapton I told
him it would be nice if he would
play something like Jimmy CLff. I
would like to work with Eddie Pal-
mieri, Julio Iglesias and Gato Bar-
bieri. It doesn’t matter whether you
play with Ju Ju or Willie Nelson, it's
all music.”m
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