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Carlos Sanchez-Gutierrez Interview / Tom Moore 
 
Composer Carlos Sanchez- Gutierrez is a native of Mexico, who has been living and working in the United 
States for the last 20 years. He studied composition at Peabody Conservatory, Yale, and Princeton, and is 
presently on the faculty at the Eastman School. We spoke by Skype on December 1, 2009 while he was in 
residence at the Bogliasco Foundation’s center in Liguria, Italy. 
 
MOORE: Was there music in your family when you were growing up? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: There was no professional music until my older brother became a songwriter. 
My father was a music-lover, but never had the opportunity to cultivate his talent. He was given a piano 
when he was a child, but his parents never arranged for lessons. They were interested in having a wonderful 
piece of furniture in the living room. That piano eventually made it into my home after tremendous 
negotiations between my father and his parents. My older brother began taking lessons; and watching him, 
I was intrigued and interested. I started taking lessons when I was about eight years old, on and off. I was 
not a very good student. Instead of playing what I was supposed to play, I was more interested in making 
my own little tunes. My brother then joined a rock band. I followed suit, always thinking that music would 
just be a hobby. At the time, I was thinking of becoming an architect, which I never became. I was a 
cartoonist, and was hanging out with a lot of cartoonists, doing things with local newspapers, left-wing 
publications that I was associated with. This was in Guadalajara in the early 80's. I was playing in rock 
bands, and it got to the point where I was frustrated because I was taking it seriously and my bandmates 
weren’t. They were there because they wanted to get chicks, and I wasn’t getting chicks, so I figured I 
should be more serious about it. I was going to music school at the same time, and it got to the point where 
I had to make a decision, whether to move to Mexico City, or to go elsewhere. On a whim I applied to 
schools in the States, got a grant, and went to Peabody, and the rest I guess is the answer to the next 
question. 
 
MOORE: What kind of rock-and-roll were you doing in Mexico? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: My kind. 
 
MOORE: Was it in English? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Mostly instrumental. I never learned how to play Delta blues properly, or any of 
the rock-and-roll breaks properly. I wasn’t into doing covers, or anything like that. My brother was. My 
brother could grab the guitar and play you every Rolling Stones tune possible, imitate every style from Jeff 
Beck to you-name-it. I could never do that. I was always doing my own little silly music, so the bands that I 
had were all progressive-rock bands, where I would compose and the band would play. That is what 
contributed to things evolving the way they did. I have always been a composer. At the time, I was doing 
rock-and-roll. Now I am doing this thing that I am doing, but it’s the same. I haven’t changed. What I do is 
emerging from the same source. 
 
MOORE: Let’s rewind. Where were you born? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: In Mexico City, but I moved to Guadalajara when I was five. 
 
MOORE: What was the musical environment like in Guadalajara? What was the musical soundscape? 



 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: It depended on who you hung out with. In my case, I grew up in a suburban 
area of Guadalajara, in a middle-class family. Most of the music my friends and I listened to was American 
or English music. I had a couple of friends who were well-off and had access to records from the States. 
They would make pilgrimages to San Francisco or Los Angeles and come back with records of the latest 
rock stuff -- obscure things, so I had access to more sophisticated music than what the radio was playing. 
There were a bunch of rock bands in the city as well. There was, of course, a symphony orchestra, which 
has always been a terrible orchestra, suffering from neglect, and labor problems, lack of funding and all of 
that. Even now there’s almost no chamber music. There was an opera company when I was growing up, 
that did the usual repertoire. Now it is defunct. Music in Guadalajara was a mix between what you would 
expect in a kind of suburban environment with the kind of music that a provincial city with a dignified past 
would have. And of course there was mariachi, but I was not interested in that at all. Being from Mexico 
City, and the son of immigrants from Spain, we shunned mariachi: “Oh, mariachi, that’s not serious 
music.” I was not fond of mariachi, per se. It was just not my thing. 
 
MOORE: How far is it from Guadalajara to Mexico City? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: About five hundred kilometers, a six-hour car ride. It’s a city that is mainly a 
merchant’s town -- a distribution point for goods -- and that mercantile mentality permeates everything, 
including the arts. The music that the city is interested in is music that you can get quickly, that doesn’t 
make you think too much, and from which you can then move on to something else with the same ease that 
you had originally welcomed it. But the art scene is very rich, actually. There’s a tremendous amount going 
on in the city, and there always has been, but it tends to be rather superficial, really; another reason that it 
got to a point where I couldn’t deal with it anymore. 
 
MOORE: Were you listening to music from Cuba or other parts of Latin America? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Oh, yes. I was in a group with my brother. We started out singing Nueva Trova 
Cubana, and a lot of protest songs from Latin America. We actually got into that mainly for political 
reasons. This was shortly after the events in Chile, and the many other things that happened in Latin 
America in the late 70's and early 80's. So it was because of our political involvement with the left that we 
started doing that kind of music. We would sing Violeta Parra, Chilean protest-song writers – not so much 
Brazilian music. From there we started doing our own music, particularly my brother, who was a 
songwriter. We would play at all kinds of events sponsored by the Partido Comunista. We were playing in 
order to be revolutionary artists. That’s another area where great disillusionment ensued, by the way. 
 
MOORE: But do you see Mexico as being more politically open and liberal than it was at that time? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: That’s a huge question, because on the surface you would imagine so. Now 
there is a democracy, but it is a democracy that is really not working. We simply switched from one type of 
government to another without addressing the essential issues which are at the base of why Mexico is in 
such terrible shape. Add to that the fact that for the last 12 years Mexico has been in the hands of this 
particular brand of right-wing Catholic politicians. I am not very optimistic about what they think they 
could do with the country. As far as being more open -- yes, I suppose the society is more open -- there is 
more room for disagreement. But growing up I never really faced serious repression. I was playing at 
events that the Communist Party was responsible for, and I was never harassed or in any way repressed. 
Personally, I never really experienced that. I should say that I have been away from Mexico for 20 years 
now, so whatever I have to say has to be taken with a grain of salt. 
 
MOORE: Going from Guadalajara to Baltimore, to Peabody, must have been a shock. 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: It was. At the time I didn’t even know where Baltimore was, and I didn’t know 
anything about Peabody. What happened was that I got this crazy idea to get a Fulbright, and I did, and 
once I got it I didn’t know what to do with it. The Fulbright people sent my applications to several big-
name schools -- Columbia, Penn, Harvard -- and I was rejected by all of them. 
 



MOORE: Where had you studied at the bachelor’s level in Mexico? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: In Guadalajara. There was a program in music education, which was the only 
bachelor’s degree in music offered there at the time, with great deficiencies in the program, unfortunately. I 
went to Peabody, because it was the only institution that would take a chance on me. They figured “we 
don’t have to pay for this guy’s tuition,” and I had an interesting background, because I had been doing all 
these different things in music and in the arts. I had been a professional cartoonist, and had been playing in 
all these bands. They gambled on me, and accepted me into a professional studies program. I didn’t make it 
into the masters program until the second year. It was all very peculiar. I was supposed to return to Mexico 
after two years, but things had been going well, and I worked hard, and I decided to go to Yale. I came into 
contact with Jacob Druckman, and he liked what I was doing, and so he was instrumental in my going to 
Yale. 
 
MOORE: Please say a little more about Peabody. 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: One of the reasons that I did well at Peabody was because I encountered 
someone who is not very well-known as a composer, though he should be: Robert Hall Lewis. He was a 
terrific composer, but a horrible grouch -- nobody liked him. Nobody at Peabody wanted to study with him 
because he was a difficult man. He liked me, perhaps because I was exotic, and at the time he was 
interested in Nancarrow, and particularly in Revueltas. As soon as he found that there was this Mexican 
there, he actually looked for me. I can’t say why he was so unusually gentle with me, but it was fantastic. I 
learned a tremendous amount from him in a very short time. He was a phenomenal mentor. The first thing 
he said to me was that he liked me because I was Mexican, and I said, “Really? Just because I am 
Mexican?”, and he said “Well, it’s because there’s this composer, Silvestre Revueltas, who was Mexican, 
and I very much admire him.” I was expecting the standard answer, that he was a great composer, and he 
said “No, no, no -- what I admire most about him is the fact that he composed himself to death.” Revueltas 
literally, in the last years of his life, worked like a horse, and died of exhaustion. So thanks to Revueltas, I 
had a way in to this man’s otherwise very hard heart. He helped me a lot. In the mean time I was catching 
up with all these things that I had been supposed to have studied in Mexico, and had covered very poorly, 
so it was a very intense couple of years at Peabody. Thank God that I landed there and not at one of the big-
name universities, because I would have been miserable, and nothing of what has happened for me in the 
last 20 years would have happened. 
 
MOORE: What contemporary music had you been exposed to in Guadalajara? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: I had been exposed to a lot of it actually, and I will tell you why. There was a 
library in Guadalajara sponsored by the United States Information Service -- the people who administer the 
Fulbrights, by the way. I discovered this place that nobody knew about, and which had a tremendous record 
collection, mostly brand-new records that nobody listened to, a lot of it contemporary music which had 
been donated to them by New World Records and Composers Recordings, and some European companies 
as well. I found this treasure, and would go and spend entire afternoons listening to all kinds of bizarre 
music. Thanks to this, I learned my modernist repertoire really well, became familiar with Nono and 
Stockhausen, Maderna, Dallapiccola, and then the Americans from Ives to Cowell, and of course George 
Crumb and John Cage, and so forth. It was thanks to those records. Because I didn’t have any scores (I just 
had the records), I learned the music, I think, in the best possible way. I truly learned it by ear, and that 
marked me, made me the kind of listener that I am when it comes to contemporary music. Although I was 
listening to Nono and Stockhausen at the time, I now think that, as far as I am concerned, all that was 
necessary, but a necessary evil, nonetheless. I have no interest in Nono and Stockhausen anymore -- none 
whatsoever. 
 
MOORE: What was the focus of Robert Hall Lewis as a teacher of composition? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: He was trained in Europe, so he had hard-core European ideals. He studied with 
Boulanger, and made me write a lot of music that was not really music, but exercises. He would give me 
several exercises every week on counterpoint, as he conceived it, which was obviously a somewhat peculiar 
type of atonal counterpoint. The idea was that I should learn to control voices in a way that was specific to 



a piece, or to what the piece was trying to do. His point was that I had all this empirical experience of 
contemporary music, and had to reconcile that with the craft of writing music. He would say “OK, you 
have listened to Stockhausen. Now write a piece that lasts for three minutes and which brings everything 
that you think you know about Stockhausen into focus.” He was very generous, because unlike most 
teachers in America, he would see me more than once a week. I was his only student at the time, so I would 
do this sort of thing three or four times a week. And I was willing, because I was there, and I was lonely, so 
I would just write little piece after little piece under his guidance, and that was phenomenal training. A lot 
of it had to do with imitating styles that he considered imitable -- very important. However, a lot of that 
music I don’t feel close to any more. 
 
MOORE: Please talk a little about Druckman and Yale. 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: It’s interesting, because Druckman was completely the opposite. Druckman was 
the kind of teacher (at least this is my experience) who didn’t seem to be teaching you very much, but then, 
every once in a while, would give you this pearl of wisdom, which in my case, I might not digest until 
years later. I was actually quite frustrated while I was studying with him, because of that. I had gone there 
hoping that he would be involved in my development in the way that Lewis had been involved, and 
Druckman was not like that at all. Not that he was a bad teacher, just that he was not the teacher that I had 
been expecting. I got a little frustrated, and switched to Martin Bresnick’s studio, which was really a 
turning point for me. Martin made me think about things that I had never really considered. He made me 
realize that I was focusing too much on issues of orchestration, timbre, and sound, and not enough on the 
articulation of my ideas. I can give an example which is very typical of my experience with Martin 
Bresnick. At our first or second lesson, I was showing him a piece that was very pastoral, and he just 
scratched his head, and said “Carlos, listen to the way you talk, to the way you wave your hands, and move 
while you talk, to how intense you seem to be verbally. Your music is not at all like that. You are not 
writing the music that speaks about you -- about who you are.” He really made me think about that, and the 
following week I came back with a piece that was completely different, and which I think is truly my “opus 
one,” the first work that truly reflects what I can contribute. It was thanks to that simple question -- to what 
extent does your music reflect who you really are. From that point on my music became very pulse-driven, 
very angular, full of the type of gestures that I have continued to cultivate. 
 
MOORE: What was the name of the piece? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Calacas y Palomas, a piece for two pianists. 
 
MOORE: Which has been recorded and released commercially. 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Y es. 
 
MOORE: If I had to describe your style I would say it was “caffeinated.” What dates were you at Yale? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: ’89 to ’91. I left because I ran out of money, basically, and also because while I 
was there I met Steven Mackey. I liked him, I liked what he was doing, I felt I needed a change, and I 
couldn’t have stayed at Yale because there was no money. I went to Princeton where there was money. I 
had been doing a second masters at Yale, which is often the case. Many composers go to Yale who already 
have a masters, and get a second one there. 
 
MOORE: And you entered the doctoral program at Princeton. When did you arrive there? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: In ’91. 
 
MOORE: Perhaps you could say a little about the environment at Princeton. As I look back the 
fundamental distinction seemed to be between the people who were doing computer music with Paul 
Lansky, and the people working with Steve. There was a very productive mix, a stew, a brew of people 
who were there in the 90’s. 
 



SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: I agree. As you know, it’s a very open program, or a very open-ended program, 
I guess. As a student you do whatever you want. They want you to be productive, and to pursue your 
interests, and they will support that. At the time there was no specific lesson schedule. I couldn’t possibly 
say that anyone there was my teacher. I worked alone, and if I needed help I would shout, and somebody 
would come to my rescue, sometimes Peter Westergaard, sometimes Steve. I didn’t really study with 
anyone. I met with them mostly to show them finished pieces, and to get their criticism. What I learned 
there was to be an independent composer. Facing the world of the lonely composer who is his own judge. It 
was hard; it was difficult. Not just for me, but many people don’t thrive in a place like Princeton precisely 
for that reason. I had to, because by that time I had a daughter already, and I had to be a professional. 
That’s the way I saw it -- I had to work hard, do what I had to do -- write music, and hope that it would be 
good. 
 
MOORE: How would you describe what you wanted to do as a composer? What was your focus, your 
direction? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: I don’t think I knew, frankly, and I still don’t know. I really don’t. It’s a 
trajectory, more than a direction. I think in that sense I haven’t changed. I showed up at Princeton, and the 
only thing I knew was that I had four years of financial support, that I was going to be in a very challenging 
and at the same time supportive environment, that I could get help if I needed it, and that I needed to write 
as much music as possible. What I needed, similar to my situation at Peabody and at Yale, was to hear my 
music played, to experience music that way. I had no conceptual ideas as to what my music should be like. 
It may seem strange, but it’s not more complicated than what I just described about what Bresnick made me 
realize: that music should be an expression, a gesture that represented myself. In retrospect I could say that 
who I am means what interests me in life, what interests me in art, and I have gravitated for many years 
toward the same kinds of things, the same kind of literature, the same kinds of life gestures and life 
experiences. My trajectory really is one where I observe all these things in the world, and I find ways to 
place them into this little garden that I am putting together. That’s what being a composer consists of for 
me -- bringing together my experiences, bringing together what attracts my attention, and somehow making 
it work in the context of a piece of music. 
 
MOORE: Composing is a way of becoming familiar with parts of your self in a more explicit way. 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Yes, except that I don’t want to say that I use composition as a means to self-
discovery – it’s just what happens. It is what in retrospect I notice myself doing constantly. And what 
people tell me that they hear in my music, by the way. 
 
MOORE: Do you feel like you took away anything stylistically or technically from your encounters with 
Mackey and Lansky? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Yes, I suppose so. One thing that attracted me to Steve is something that I am 
sure attracts many people to Steve –- the fact that there is this guy who came out of the gutter like I did, 
playing in rock bands, and has cultivated himself in a way that shows that it is possible to transform 
yourself into who you want to be. I played rock-and-roll as a kid as well, and also wanted to be something 
else. I saw Steve as a sort of role model. I am not sure that that is how it worked out, ultimately, because I 
think Steve and I are very different people. I know I got from Steve this notion of music being what you do 
regardless of what style you do it in. If what you happen to have in front of you is an electric guitar, you do 
that. If you get tired of the electric guitar, then it is entirely possible to switch to writing for symphony 
orchestras. From Paul, what is so fascinating about his music is that it is so elegant. But it’s hard to tell 
what each of them taught me, really. I met with Peter Westergaard more often than I did with anybody else 
there, and yet I am not sure I can say what it is that he taught me. I liked his music, and studied it. 
 
MOORE: Westergaard is from a generation earlier, and is perhaps not as well-known. 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: It’s very sexy music. One thing I always liked about his music is that it comes 
from the Princeton tradition, but it is very lyrical, colorful, very elegant, very emotional as well. It’s 
beautiful music. 



 
MOORE: Is there a particular piece from that period that stands out, that marked your trajectory? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: My most important piece from those years is Son del Corazón, which I wrote 
for the Nouvel Ensemble from Montreal. It was the longest piece I had written -- over 20 minutes, for a 
large ensemble -- and I basically put everything into it that I knew I could. Now, when I listen to it, it seems 
a little bit like that: the kind of piece that a composer that can’t have enough would write. It’s a bit too 
eclectic, but I think it is still a pretty cool piece. It’s one of the last pieces that I wrote that has no direct 
association with anything visual, with the visual arts, specifically. After that I began increasingly to write 
pieces that somehow have a connection with something I see. Often what I see is a work of art. It’s just 
something I have noticed. 
 
MOORE: You mentioned your cartooning. Do you still work visually? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Unfortunately not. 
 
MOORE: Is that something that you think about going back to, perhaps? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Maybe, but I don’t know if I can. I think I have lost my mojo! 
 
MOORE: Where did you move on to from Princeton? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: When I was finishing at Princeton, I actually got a job in Mexico, and was 
firmly intent on going back to Mexico. This was in 1994. The job was in the city of Guanajuato, because a 
friend of mine, who now also teaches at Eastman, Ricardo Zohn-Muldoon, had gone to Mexico and was 
working there. He convinced the school that they should hire me. They offered me the job, in a small town, 
Guanajuato, and I was going to go. However, in 1994 there was a horrible financial crisis in Mexico, with 
devaluation of the peso, so what would have been an already very low salary became almost nothing. I was 
having coffee one day with Paul Lansky, and told him the news, since I didn’t know what to do about it. I 
was going to go there and starve, and he said “why don’t you apply for some jobs in the US?” This was in 
October, right before the deadlines for applications were coming up, so I very quickly put together 
applications for jobs in the States, and got a position in San Francisco. I stayed there for eight years, until I 
went to Eastman. 
 
MOORE: San Francisco is at least a little closer to Mexico…. 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Well, it is and it isn’t, you know? It is, geographically, of course, but. This has 
been a conflict of mine, ever since I moved to the States. There are at least two kinds of Mexicans that 
emigrate -- migrant workers, and people like me, who go to school, and get an advanced degree -- and we 
don’t quite mix. There are two different cultures. The Chicano culture, or the culture of what constitutes the 
great majority of Mexicans living in a place like San Francisco, is one that I have little in common with. I 
love the same food, and all of that, but culturally I couldn’t interact with them that much. They would see 
me as the upper-crust, pretentious white kid from a suburban area, and I would see them as migrant 
workers. There is a class thing that is very pervasive, unfortunately. I say this with great trepidation. There 
will be people who will disagree with this. I specifically know one composer from Mexico who would 
disagree. She says that it is entirely possible to work with Chicanos, and that I just have to find a way, but I 
just don’t know how to do it. I have never known. This is a long answer to a simple question: 
geographically yes, but culturally no. And that was strange, that was weird. I read Chicano literature, I look 
at the art of many Chicano artists, and I don’t understand it. It’s as foreign to me as something which 
belongs to a culture I don’t know. 
 
MOORE: Now you are in the tundra of New York State…. 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: It just snowed this morning (I got a message from a friend). 
 
MOORE: It must be a wonderful place to be working. Who are your fellow composers there? 



 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: There is Ricardo Zohn-Muldoon, “the other Mexican,” as I refer to him. Robert 
Morris is the chair, and has been there for many years, and David Liptak, who has also been there for a 
while, and Allan Schindler, who does computer music. Ricardo and myself are substantially younger than 
the other three, and have much shorter tires with the institution than they have. Eastman is a great 
institution. For me it is the only music school that I can imagine recommending to an aspiring composer, in 
the sense that it offers exactly what composers need most -– great performances constantly, access to great 
musicians who are very friendly to us, and very willing to play our music. Very intrepid also. They will just 
do anything; they are fearless. I think there is too much speculation, too much of this theoretical academic 
music going on, precisely as a result of a lack of contact with those who will ultimately bring our music 
into the “real world” through performance, and that is exactly what you get at Eastman. 
 
MOORE: It’s important to hear and get feedback from the people you give your scores to. 
If we could go back a bit, I am interested to hear in what way being Mexican might have an effect on your 
music. If we think about Eastman, what makes “American” music was a concern for Howard Hanson, for 
example. Is there a quality of mexicanidad in your music, in Ricardo’s music? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Yes and no. Our music reflects who we are, and there are all kinds of things that 
we are interested in, regardless of where we come from geographically. Of course Ricardo and I, for 
example, grew up in the same city, listening to similar music, looking at the same architecture and reading 
the same sort of literature, so I think our music reflects that, rather than the fact that any of that is Mexican. 
I don’t think that amounts to what I would call mexicanidad, it is more a reflection of what a generation of 
composers do and have experienced, sometimes collectively, and often privately. There is a composer with 
whom both Ricardo and I have worked regularly, Juan Trigos, who comes from quite a different 
background. He is from Mexico City originally, went to school in Rome, and while I was playing rock-and-
roll, he was playing in salsa bands. And yet, perhaps not on the surface, but in the way he works, and the 
type of musical procedures that he employs, he has a lot in common with both Ricardo and myself. We all 
have this obsession with music that is driven by a clear pulsation, which, of course, is something that many 
people associate with Mexican music, but for me it is more Thelonious Monk or the Beatles or Bartok. For 
Juan, it is a combination of salsa (which is not Mexican), and the fact that for a long time he worked as a 
keyboard player for Baroque orchestras; he was playing continuo. We can make easy generalizations, often 
having to do with ethnicity and national origin, and we lose track of the fact that we are all individuals. If 
anything, what we are trying to do as composers is to be individual, to show that individuality. 
 
MOORE: What are you working on right now? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: I have just finished a piece for percussion ensemble, a couple of days ago. I like 
it very much, and it is a piece I consider important. It responds to the writings of Italo Calvino, specifically 
his Six Memos for the New Millennium, where he discusses what he considers to be the values that are 
likely to represent 21st-century literature and art. I am fascinated by his work, and in this case I wrote 
thinking more consciously about what he had to say about those values, which are velocity, lightness, 
multiplicity, visibility, and exactness. Those are abstract terms, but I have discovered that they encompass 
exactly what I have been trying to do with my music. So I decided to write a piece where I consciously 
address these notions in a way that I felt could only be expressed musically. The piece is called Memos. 
The work is the result of my having been given the Barlow Prize, which entailed a commission to write a 
piece for three different percussion ensembles: So Percussion, from New York; Kroumata, from Oslo; and 
Nexus, from Canada. All the groups will perform the piece, but I think the premiere will be done by Nexus. 
 
MOORE: You have a chamber opera in your catalogue. 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: I do, but I don’t want it to be performed anymore. It was done once, and it was 
an interesting experiment, but I don’t think I can write opera. I don’t think it’s in me. There are people who 
love opera more than I do, people who grew up attending opera performances, which I didn’t. When I 
wrote that opera, I felt like a fake. Who am I to write a piece of musical drama, when I can count on my 
fingers the number of performances that I have attended? 
 



MOORE: Or you could connect it to your rock-and-roll with no vocals…. Other projects? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Right now I am working on a piece for Eighth Blackbird. I am reworking the 
same material from the percussion piece, though it looks as if it will be quite different actually. That will be 
done in May 2010 at the Look and Listen Festival in New York, which takes place in art galleries, mostly 
around Chelsea, which I think is the greatest thing. And then there is a piece for shakuhachi and string 
quartet. I am writing the music that people ask me to write, basically. 
 
MOORE: Could you expand a little on the connection between the visual inspiration and the musical 
result? 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: It’s always there. I gravitate toward a certain kind of art, of course. I wrote a 
piece called Ex Machina last year, which consists of eight movements, each written in response to a work 
of art. Most of the works I am responding to in Ex Machina are pieces of kinetic art. I am writing music 
that comes out of the emotional experience that I had, or that I think I had, or continue having, when 
experiencing these works. In some cases the connection between the music and the existing work of art is 
quite obvious, and in others it may be more personal, and that’s fine, because I am not making a musical 
portrait of the works, I am simply responding to them. The works I chose have in common an element of 
precariousness, fragility, and emotional depth. I am talking about the work of Arthur Ganson, an artist from 
Boston, who builds little machines that move and are at the same time works of art. He describes himself as 
a cross between an engineer and a choreographer. All of his work is very influenced by Paul Klee -- the 
lines are very simple and at the same time very detailed. One of the works that I also use for this piece is 
Paul Klee’s Twittering Machine, with little birds, a machine with a crank, and you don’t know where the 
birds end and the machine begins, and it all looks like it is going to fall apart, so it is the drama created by 
the fragility of the work that drives my response. There is another piece, The Way Things Go, by two Swiss 
artists, Fischli and Weiss, who built a sort of chain-reaction machine out of trash -- brooms, old mops, 
ladders, paint cans -- and it works beautifully, but always on the verge of not fulfilling its goal. I think that 
is something that people find in my music all the time -- there’s an element of caffeine-driven energy, and 
yet the music is always on the verge of coming apart. It’s not something I do deliberately, it just happens. 
Probably a reflection of my life in general: I am a chaotic type of thinker. 
 
MOORE: My son saw the video of The Way Things Go at the Franklin Institute and was fascinated. 
 
SANCHEZ-GUTIERREZ: Another thing that all this has in common -- Calvino, Paul Klee, Arthur Ganson, 
The Way Things Go -- in addition to the fragility and the depth of detail in an otherwise kind of cartoonish 
environment, there is a very important thing: they are all very light works, and not in the sense that they are 
superficial. They are light in the sense that they bring a smile to your face. As you said, your son was 
mesmerized. I wish my work could be like that. If I have a goal, that is it. My work could be something that 
a child listens to and responds to immediately that way. That takes an element of elegance, because 
children are very demanding. Lightness in the sense that it levitates; it’s not reality. Something that is above 
reality, that has that quality that children are very good at perceiving. 
	
  


