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Harmonic Duo

When I was first given the assignment to write about two guitar players, I thought I might be caught in a
welter of percussive and strident sounds, and maybe stuck in an interview with long haired anarchists.

What a surprise it was to hear the gentle sonority produced by the acoustic guitar duo of Joe LoPiccolo and
Ray Sandoval as they strummed and wove lovely, warm and resonating classical, jazz and Brazilian music.
Their music is soft-spoken eloquence, and so fascinatingly improvised that it is recognizable as theirs and
theirs alone.

You can hear the Lopiccolo Sandoval Duo on Tuesdays and Wednesdays from 6 p.m. on at the Barkley of
South Pasadena. To get an idea of how stunningly these two complement each other, ask then to play a
Brazilian piece called "Estate" (pronounced, S-tot-tay).

Reviewing again and again the elegantly textured Estate demo tape has been a dreamland analysis for
me. The music is comforting and visual. It takes you to a better place-a paradise found.

You'd better hurry to catch the "Estate" dream-and the dynamic duo's other works-as Sandoval, who has
won numerous classical guitar competitions, may get a chance to live off the capital of his achievements in
Spain for a time. There's a looming Rotary Foundation grant for advanced guitar studies under masters
who have made the instrument it's most remarkably expressive.

Sandoval, who received a bachelor of arts degree in classical performance in 1992 from the University of
Arizona, hooked up with LoPiccolo while they were attending the California Institute of the Arts in Valencia,
where LoPiccolo would receive a bachelor of fine arts degree and Sandoval, a masters. CalArts, founded
25 years ago by Walt Disney and his brother Roy in a brokered consolidation of Chouinard Art Institute and
the California Conservatory of Music and Arts, is a school that has enriched the world of art, dance, film,
theater and music with thousands of performers.

They started playing together at parties and small venues in January of 1994, but didn't really get
discovered until they played at the "Jazz in the Alley" festival in Old Pasadena during the World Cup. "This
put us in touch with the businesses and the people of Old Pasadena," said LoPiccolo "and right away we
hooked up with Columbia Bar & Grill and played there five days a week until it closed."

LoPiccolo said that both he and Sandoval have been inspired by guitar greats like Tohina Horta, Antonio
Carlos Jobim and, of course, the brilliant innovator, Andres Segovia. "What I liked about Segovia," said
LoPiccolo, "is that he brought an improvisatory approach to the written work he performed. Ray and I are,
for the most part, improvisors. We don't play written music much anymore. We can, but we don't."

What is the hardest part in maintaining the rhythms of dueling improvisational guitars? "Probably the
toughest thing to do in the duo context," said LoPiccolo "is to try and bring different textures to the songs,
because we have a limited sound palette to draw from. We're not into electronic effects, or drum machines
or keyboards which a lot of musicians use. We're into the pure sound of the guitar."

LoPiccolo said that he and partner are really into the constant care and feeding to each other of new ideas,
requirements and dreams. "Like in Estate, we want to take audiences to different places and with just two-



nylon stringed guitars, that's a real challenge."

Although they now concentrate on improvising jazz standards and originals, as well as Brazilian and
Mexican music, the pair is completely at home in a wide range of musical contexts, including pop. The pair
played Los Lobos' music in a recent play at Plaza de la Raza. LoPiccolo also performs with another jazz
trio which is currently involved in a KCBS promotion. Sandoval also plays with another group. "We will
always have our duo," said LoPiccolo, "but Ray and I want to expand into a larger band, and right now we
are looking for a percussionist and a bass player. We'd be playing the same kind of music, infusing
Brazilian with jazz."

LoPiccolo indicated that ambition is like hunger, in that it obeys no law but it's appetite. He said that even
though he has graduated he still studies under a CalArts professor in order to develop a fully informed
approach to music making. "We have the highest aspirations. We want to be artists in the truest sense and
play at the best places. I'd like to move out of the smaller venues and move up to the Catalina Bar & Grill,
and then the Blue Note in Greenwich Village and then Spain and Europe."

Modestly he indicated that it may be difficult to go that far, but as travel agents say, "half the fun is getting
there"-at places like the Barkley.

-Dan O'Heron 


