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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I will spare you a long introduction to Gilberto Gil. For the last two or three years, we’ve been asking our guests to give us a biography of themselves, we ask each one of them to give us a biography in seven words, a haiku of sorts, or if you want to be very, very modern, a tweet, (laughter) and I asked Gilberto Gil and this is what he gave me, a tiny little bit more than seven words. Songwriter. Singer. Musician. Environmentalist. Politician. Spearhead of digital culture. Gilberto Gil!

(applause)

(Gilberto Gil performs a song)

(applause)

GILBERTO GIL: Thank you. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s one of these occasions where I just feel quite bad that I have to follow this up with a conversation.

(laughter) 

GILBERTO GIL: No. A song is a conversation already, you know, and music is conversational. Languages in general are—conversation implies language, and language is not just speaking, not just talking, not just writing words or something, feelings are part of that, images are part of that. Languages—I was singing, I was talking to them, they were responding. Sure.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And in some ways you’ve said this early on that for a song is a form of autobiography, for you a song is another way of revealing a part of yourself.

GILBERTO GIL: Sometimes I mean what we try to achieve with a song is to reveal our totality. Even though it’s very difficult, it’s a very difficult task to achieve, but that’s what we try every time we write a song, as little as it can be, you know, as small as it can be, it’s always to say, yes, okay, we are living. We are here, you know. This is what we’ve been given by nature. A song is a way to share this and in a sense if we are not ambitious, you know, too much ambitious, I mean, what we want is to be total, is to totalize this feeling of being part of something—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’m having trouble moving away from your words, so I will stay with them for a while. When you say not being too ambitious.

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, because totalizing it’s whatever—you try to have a totalizing situation for—it’s too ambitious, you know. I mean, a thing that we learn from nature, from everything, is that, you know, there is no total. Nothing is finished. Nothing is ready.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: One might say thankfully.

GILBERTO GIL: Totalizing. Eh?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: One might say thankfully.

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, thankfully, 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Can you imagine?

GILBERTO GIL: Because most of the time when totalization relates to totalitarianism.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was about to say.

GILBERTO GIL: Okay?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I mean not okay.

GILBERTO GIL: We know what it is.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s not pretty.

GILBERTO GIL: Not pretty at all.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And we might talk about that not-prettiness among the beautiful things we’ll talk about we might also talk about some of the bitterness or the less-than-pretty. Please. Let me join you. Before we get to that. I showed you and the audience that—

GILBERTO GIL: Magnificent, beautiful. Both the drawing itself, the animation, which is, you know, the digital animation that we can do today with computers and things, well done, and of course you and Richards talking, too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Well, it was one of the occasions where some of the audience may have been thankful that it wasn’t me. (laughter) I was actually not with Keith Richards that evening.

GILBERTO GIL: I thought that was you.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It could have been me.

GILBERTO GIL: There was no picture.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: There was no picture, but the man speaking there had a much less pronounced accent than I do.

GILBERTO GIL: I thought they had done something to your voice.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Right. You’re right. But to come to Keith Richards himself and to the influence that the Rolling Stones and the Beatles may or may not have played on you. I’m curious. I mean, obviously, there was a purpose in showing you this which went even beyond the beautiful and extraordinary skill of Flash Rosenberg. 

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, they had a great influence.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Talk to me about that moment where the Rolling Stones mattered to you, how you discovered them.

GILBERTO GIL: First of all, I mean, like, their look. What they looked like, you know as pretty young boys, you know, dressed differently, growing their hairs.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I like how you say that, “Pretty young boys.”

(laughter)

GILBERTO GIL: Sure they were. They still are, you know. (laughter) And second what they were doing simplifying, so minimalizing music even though the blues had already done that kind of thing, sixteen bars, very simple, three chords, and simple melodies and everything, but rock and roll got it to an extreme level of simplicity and smallness and that sort of thing. That also pleased me a lot and then the rash sound, you know, yeah, the abrasive, that’s the word that we have—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A very good word.

GILBERTO GIL: Abrasive. (makes guitar riff noise)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You liked that?

GILBERTO GIL: I loved it. I loved that because we had been living since then in a culture of smoothness, softness, you know, like velvet surfaces, velvet light surfaces, you know, with music, the American music, the great music from Cole Porter, Gershwin, and the great—and the bands of Duke Ellington.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Nothing wrong with that.

GILBERTO GIL: No, no absolutely. And the Brazilian music also, we had jazz, best in many years of the launching, launching of bossa nova, which was, you know, was extremely soft and cool and that sort of thing. So when I saw the Stones, mostly the Stones, rather than the Beatles, the Beatles kept a little, you know, that mild thing but not the Stones they really came kind of thing (makes guitar riff noise) that I said, you know, we can listen to that and we can feel that as music. They are telling us things, they are communicating with us, they are pleasing us. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: With that (makes guitar riff noise) —

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, yeah, and this is a pleasure that, you know, exquisitely, you know, it could—it could give us, you know, and it was something that really got me, and from then on I said I’m gonna to have at least a little rock and roll in my music, yeah. And I started doing that. Than we did tropicalismo and the whole thing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You recognized in the Beatles but very much in the Rolling Stones something of you.

GILBERTO GIL: Of us—of all of us, yeah, of humanity, you know. I mean, we are all—we are all diverse and complex bodies, entities, whoever, you, me, whoever, we are complex, we are not just one thing. I mean, we basically made the movement inside of ourselves and the movement that we perceive from the outside is something that comes from the clash, constant clash of different particles one side to another, you know, from bad to good, from up to down, from you know left to right, day to night, and so and so and so. This is how so far this has been the way we capture, you know, life to understand it and to translate it into action, into behavior, into—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the behavior, the behavior interested you and also the look you were talking about, the look, right, the look and the bad-mannered attitude, you liked that.

GILBERTO GIL: Yes, because that was a way to illustrate the—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Tensions.

GILBERTO GIL: The tensions, the bad things that we all get inside of us, inside of ourselves. And that transformed in music, transformed in theater, you know, transformed in art, you know—this is the role of art, you know. This is the role of art—of the arts.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To bring—

GILBERTO GIL: Translate.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To bring out—

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The inherent tensions.

GILBERTO GIL: The incomprehensive nature of ourselves and our insight.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You—there was Keith Richards and I’d love you maybe since you said you were going to keep part of that grittiness alive, I’d love you in a moment if you would perhaps to illustrate that but you also were very interested in the Beatles for sure but in the attitude of getting in trouble and in I see you smile, you sort of, it brings back trouble, it brings back memories—

GILBERTO GIL: Trouble.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Memories. Trouble brings back memories.

GILBERTO GIL: The word.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The word trouble, you like it.

GILBERTO GIL: If you’re looking for trouble, you’ve come to the right place. 

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Jimi Hendrix. “Jimi Hendrix,” you say, “worked with a range of technical elements completely different from ours, but I felt very inside, very close to what he did. It was in this sense the spirit of what he did that I was inspired, that feeling,” which you underlined, “captured it. It was the same with other influences like rock, like jazz, like blues, like the Beatles. You don’t hear them explicitly in my music but rather more as an atmosphere.”

GILBERTO GIL: Of course. Yeah. And what I think distinguishes a little the performance of Jimi, Jimi’s performance, from the Stones, for example, is that he was soulful from the very beginning, from the very original situation, you know, of himself being a black American who historically related to the blues and to, you know, to Mississippi, and to, you know, the purple haze, the purple, you know, and he—and that is in a sense at least for someone like me bringing in myself, in my body, some of those qualities themselves, like being black, or Afro-Brazilian, and that sort of thing, that was soulful, that had a little more spirit than the Rolling Stones, for instance.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you met him.

GILBERTO GIL: I met him briefly.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But he said something important to you.

GILBERTO GIL: Jimi? What did he say to me? I can’t remember.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: This is where it becomes very awkward. (laughter) That I know things about what Jimi said to you that you don’t know.

GILBERTO GIL: That I don’t know. (laughter) This is perfect.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Would you like me to tell you what he said to you?

(laughter)
GILBERTO GIL: Please, please, please, just remind me.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you know, it may or may not be true. (inaudible)
GILBERTO GIL: That’s something that you’ve read somewhere.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’ve read a few things here and there.

GILBERTO GIL: They’ve been writing so many false things.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So many false things, I know, I know, but supposedly you met him.

GILBERTO GIL: It was an incredible moment, what I supposedly heard from him.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Supposedly you were in England—

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, I was, that was in the Isle of Wight Festival.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You met him there and he died a week later.

GILBERTO GIL: A week later, this is true.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And he said is something to the effect that you were two Brazilian musicians in exile and he welcomed you.

GILBERTO GIL: He did that. He did that. Because we were introduced by Airto Moreira, who had been playing before, an hour and a half before with Miles Davis, Airto was playing percussion with Miles, and Airto saw us, me and Caetano and our spouses and the people in the audience from the stage he saw, and he said, Airto said, come, come, come, come backstage after. And we went backstage after Miles’s presentation—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And there was—

GILBERTO GIL: There was Jimi getting prepared for—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And very, very obsessed by the moment before coming onstage.

GILBERTO GIL: That wasn’t really much something that I could tell, that I could tell, that I could see. But he was there, you know, walking around, many, many artists, musicians backstage. There was a lineup of at least six, seven different groups that day. And he, he—Airto said, Jimi Hendrix there, come, come here so I introduce you, and me and Caetano. We go up by, and then Airto said, “those are two Brazilian musicians,” and everything, “they are exiled here in England because of their regime, because of dictatorship in Brazil,” and everything and everything. You know, of course, now I remember yeah he said, (laughter) and then he said, “Oh, welcome, good that you are, you know, you got rid from that hassle in Brazil and you are here, have a good time here,” and everything. And those were practically the few words that he said and a few days before he died.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I’d like us to play track six if we could.

(Bitches Brew plays)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: As you were mentioning Miles Davis, yeah, Bitches Brew.

GILBERTO GIL: Bitches Brew, Airto.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And here is where you have all these mixes coming together.

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, Miles had an understanding, a special understanding of the broadness of art, and especially music, and he knew that the Pythagorian thing, you know, like the division of the scales for music, and the one note after the—he knew that, that is a choice, it’s one of the choices that we have for meaning music, you know, for representing music, and he knew that music and could pass the sounds of nature, the sounds around, and he tried that, he tried that with the cool jazz thing that he did before and then when he started the experience with Bitches Brew and on he was really spreading the blues, spreading the sounds and putting all together—notes, harmonies, and noise and everything. He was in a sense absorbing from rock and roll that kind of friction. That was good—he, that was good for music, because he was a legend, a monster in the jazz scene, very respectful in the jazz scene, so that helped a lot the advancing of music to a new moment.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And when you were saying he was trying out one of the things which always struck me about Miles Davis is just the way in which he always moved forward. Moved forward to the next. I have a tiny little story about Miles Davis that I like to tell. A friend of mine was writing a book about jazz at one point and he knew Miles Davis a little bit and he—there was a concert playing in New York and he met Miles Davis and he only had one ticket and Miles said, “What can I do for you?” And he said, “You know, I’m bringing a friend of mine who would really like to come to the concert. Can you get him a ticket?” And he said, “Sure. Is there anything else I can do for?” And he said, “Sure. My friend loves ‘My Funny Valentine.’” And Miles Davis said, “Tell your friend to buy the record.”

(laughter)

GILBERTO GIL: Fantastic. Fantastic. Yeah, he was like that. He was like that. Boom. I’m doing another thing now. If he digs it, exactly—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: What I would dig now is for you play something if I may ask you from that period maybe of (makes guitar riff noise) or something else. (laughter) I mean, who am I to say what you should play? Just play.

GILBERTO GIL: I’ll write a song that I wrote when I was leaving London after three years being there, you know, the whole thing, the whole story, I wrote a song, “Going Back to Brazil,” that had elements from Brazilian northeastern music, also that kind of little—

(Gilberto Gil plays and sings “Going Back to Brazil.”)

(applause)

GILBERTO GIL: You liked that?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I liked it! You can tell I liked it.

GILBERTO GIL: I love the song.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s fantastic. Tell me something about it.

GILBERTO GIL: To express, it’s memories about a locomotive, a train that had how do you call a locomotive in—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I call it a locomotive, or a train.

GILBERTO GIL: In my childhood that would come to the place where I was in the country in Bahia with the number 22 written on the front and that’s about the element that I recovered from memory, from memorial times, but the song itself is about the future and what’s probably coming. It has a little Age of Aquarius kind of, you know, kind of taste. There will be—the angels will come and a new savior, a new—that kind of thing, you know, new times for humanity and so and so, and this is about the year 2222. Two thousand, two hundred, twenty-two.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We’re approaching it. Slowly.

(laughter)

GILBERTO GIL: We still have a—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A little while.

GILBERTO GIL: A little while. If, if, if so, if things—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Don’t get much worse.

GILBERTO GIL: Don’t get much worse than they are, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Before we go to the much worse let’s go backwards. That locomotive that you saw. 

GILBERTO GIL: What about it?

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You—how old were you when you saw that—

GILBERTO GIL: That impression, did I keep it in my mind? That impression comes from when I was two, three, four, yeah—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Two, three, four, which are an age at which memories start to imprint themselves and in your—

GILBERTO GIL: I keep very, very clear memories from those years, yeah. Better than from more recently, yeah. Because they impress.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They impress and they come on clean, on clear territory.

GILBERTO GIL: They impress on a brain that it is—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Malleable, open.

GILBERTO GIL: That is just, you know, just starting.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And when you just started you had role models which are incredibly strong. What I have read—correct me if I’m wrong—but I’ve read, you know, just how powerfully supportive in a way that is incredibly moving your mother in particular was of your initial dreams, your initial—I was talking earlier on on my dreams and all these extraordinary people coming to this stage now. Your dreams early on are realized. You wanted to be—

GILBERTO GIL: With Gail. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: With Gail. 
GILBERTO GIL: And father.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And father.

GILBERTO GIL: Of children, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A father of children, and you became father of quite a few children.

GILBERTO GIL: Eight children. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Eight children. And a musician. And early on she—

GILBERTO GIL: I spoke to her yesterday because she was ninety-eight yesterday.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Congratulations.

GILBERTO GIL: And then I told her I was here. And she said, “Oh, you’re playing around in the States, okay my son, okay, be happy, be happy, be happy.” She’s always so happy about me being a musician, you know, yeah, because she notes that—she notes that the germ.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the seed—

GILBERTO GIL: The germ was there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The seed, and what was it? How did it express itself?

GILBERTO GIL: Because she’s very musical herself, you know, even though she has no—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No formal education.

GILBERTO GIL: No formal education, musical education, but she was very musical. She sung all the time, and she got me by the radio.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Pay attention.

GILBERTO GIL: Pay attention to the songs that you know there were played from Rio and different places through the radio stations that we could pick up and she noticed immediately that I loved music.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s so interesting—These stories of a moment in time when your mother or father or somebody close to you recognizes.

GILBERTO GIL: My mother. My mother. My father was a little different. My father was—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A doctor.

GILBERTO GIL: Too, too, how to—I miss the word, anyway, he was too fond of being a doctor, you know, a physician, and had gone to school and done a regular professional career and that sort of thing. He wanted that for me, too. He was a little formal, he was agnostic, too, he had no belief in God or something. My mother was religious, she was Catholic, and so she believed that the angels would, you know, guide me and that sort of thing, and it was a whole different thing. And she was as a mother, the role of a mother is definitely different from the role of a father, and she was like that, she was very close to me all the time, you know, bringing me to the situations of, you know, when life was revealing something, life was showing a different thing, I mean, she was careful, to be able to present me to the surprises and things of life. And she said to me, “You want to be a musgero,” that was the child talk for being a musician, I would say, “musgero, mama, I want to be a musgero.” And she said, “Yes.” When I was ten and then I had to go Salvador for the secondary school, because there was no secondary school in Ituaçu, the little village inland in the countryside of Bahia, then she said, “Okay, do you still want to be a musgero?” She asked me and I said, “Yes, mama, I want to be a musgero.” “Then you go to school, to the music school.” Then she sent me to the music school to learn how to play accordion that I had been enchanted by the playing of the accordion by Luiz Gonzaga.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s play track two.

GILBERTO GIL: You are prepared.

(Luiz Gonzaga plays, Gilberto Gil sings along)

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No, no.

(applause)

GILBERTO GIL: That makes me cry, yeah, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That makes me cry, also.

GILBERTO GIL: You can feel a touch of the blues there, because he was Luiz Gonzaga, he originally from Exu, a small town in Pernambuco, up north, northeast of Brazil. A peasant, peasants, you know, the family, the father, the father used to play a small concertina and go places and things. He would follow the father. Soon he picked up the accordion and he started playing, but then he went to Rio, when he grew up, he said, “Okay, now it is time for me to do my thing.” He went to Rio. In Rio he started playing nightclubs, different places, you know, and then tango, polkas, folk struts, the blues, everything. He got a lot influenced by American music.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You can hear it. You can hear it. You can hear it.

GILBERTO GIL: Like one of those, you know, Mississippi bluesmen.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You know, it’s so interesting, these early, early experiences. Your mother giving you the accordion. Tomorrow on this stage, thanks to Rolex also, I will have the pleasure of speaking with Jessye Norman. And Jessye Norman talks about an early experience I’m sure I will ask her about, her mother saying to her, “Listen carefully to Marian Anderson. Listen carefully.” So these experiences of extreme attention. 

GILBERTO GIL: The mother—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Guiding.

GILBERTO GIL: Guiding.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Not too much.

GILBERTO GIL: But just enough to—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So the child doesn’t escape—

GILBERTO GIL: Keep the enthusiasm.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You like that, enthusiasm. When I used that word for you before, you knew the etymology of the word enthusiasm.

GILBERTO GIL: Oh sure, in God’s breathing. In God’s breath.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: En-teos. In some way also to be transported by the gods. And my father always says that we must be on our tiptoes always. At the age of ninety-three. Always in some way have to be kept up, as it were.

GILBERTO GIL: That’s what enthusiasm means and that is the role of a mother, you know. Keeping that in the child.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: She gave you an accordion. She gave you an accordion and then—

GILBERTO GIL: “Go to school. Go learn how to play. Study it.”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: If you want to be something, do something about it.

GILBERTO GIL: Do something, go, you know, have a formal—minimum formal, you know, time with the accordion.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And how—

GILBERTO GIL: I spent four years learning how to play accordion.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Is it a hard instrument to learn?

GILBERTO GIL: It is, it is. It is. Very hard because we have a—we have like a piano, you know, keyboard on the right and you have something that are another system.

(laughter)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Two systems. And they clash, also.

GILBERTO GIL: Not necessarily rational on the left. And then you have to, you know, adjust, you have to, you know, and besides it’s heavy.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Heavy, yeah, and for four years you—

GILBERTO GIL: For four years I was studying it. And then I graduated. I still have a diploma.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Of accordion.

GILBERTO GIL: Of accordionist. But I don’t know how to play anymore.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: No?

GILBERTO GIL: No, no. Because if you give it up for a while and then you miss the techniques, you know, then you lose them, the thing, and so I can’t play it anymore, because I moved to the guitar.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, and then your mother once again. 

GILBERTO GIL: Again. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Again, your mother at age of sixteen, seventeen, eighteen. She—

GILBERTO GIL: Because I listened to the bossa nova. You all know bossa nova.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s play track three.

(bossa nova plays)

GILBERTO GIL: Another.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Another.

GILBERTO GIL: Sings. Another northeastern guy, João Gilberto, from Juazeiro, Bahia, (inaudible) as well as Luiz Gonzaga, the dry, poor area of the northeastern region, by the river, by the San Francisco River, very sensitive, very impressive, you know, creative guy. He did this translation of cool jazz, you know, to Brazilian music. You can see that I am always quoting some American musical influence. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yeah, I can tell.

GILBERTO GIL: Because this is very real. You know, the whole modernizing of Brazilian music has to do with it. If you talk about Pixinguinha, for instance, great musician, flute player, sax player, composer, and now bandleader and everything. He had a great admiration for the American bandleaders, you know. The American bands, the American jazz marching bands, and so Luis Gonzaga, you heard the blues in Luis Gonzaga.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The traces.

GILBERTO GIL: The traces, yeah. Traces. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Beginnings.

GILBERTO GIL: Beginnings, yeah. The blue note as we call it, the seventh B, the B flat that we call the blue note, and then João and Tom Jobim and all the guys that did the bossa nova, they were very fond of American music, too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And moving slightly forward, something I couldn’t avoid talking to you about is your relationship with Caetano Veloso and—

GILBERTO GIL: Oof. The brother that my mother didn’t give me. Yeah, But, Carno, Carno, his mother. My mother, the nickname, the home nickname of my mother is Carla, and Caetano’s mother nickname, home nickname is Carno so she gave me that brother Caetano, yeah.
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And with that brother—I don’t know even if it’s correct to say. I mean it probably is incorrect to say that you started something called tropicalismo, because it isn’t really a movement, but it—I’d love you to, I mean you’ve described it so many times and I could quote so many things but now as you reflect back on it, you know, this hybrid form with all these influences, with all this energy, with all this appetite for the continents, what was it and I’d love you to illustrate it also musically.

GILBERTO GIL: There was a mix of my enthusiasm in the sense that we are discussing here with the rational sense of interfering, of being useful, you know, that Caetano has, and the enormous intelligence that he has been contemplated. He thought in 1967 that it was about time to bring the reality of Brazilian music to the, you know, contemporary moments that we were living everywhere. I mean, music had been renewed by as we said, by Beatles, by the Rolling Stones, by Jimi Hendrix, by Bob Dylan, by the jazz and then by the soul music and by, you know, the European movements and everything.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it’s about time we do something.

GILBERTO GIL: It was about time to do something about that in Brazil. Not that we hadn’t done that in Brazilian music. We had done the bossa nova already, you know, João Gilberto and Tom Jobim and everybody. Roberto Carlos and Erasmo Carlos and the guys had done the Jovem Guarda, the youth guard, the young guard that they called the movement that brought the electric guitars and everything and some manners and some forms of new behavior and so on and so and then the traditional samba that is still very strong and Caetano had been a lot into the la Nouvelle Vague for the movies.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I didn’t know that.

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, he was crazy about the movies. He was writing pieces of reviews for films in a newspaper in Bahia before becoming a composer and he had the feeling that we should do something to update the most completely as possible, you know. The—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s interesting because I was just thinking. Miles Davis did a track—Ascenseur pour l'échafaud, is that right, the Louis Malle—

GILBERTO GIL: Louis Malle one of the nouvelle vague creators. Yeah, together with Truffaut and Godard and so on and so forth. Caetano was—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Did he compose music for films?

GILBERTO GIL: He did, he did. He did some songs for one of the—he sung something on Almodóvar’s, one of two or three films before, Almodóvar’s. He did something for Antonioni’s one of Antonioni’s latest movies also. He did songs for films in Brazil, for Orfeu, the new version of Orfeu, Orfeu of Carnival.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When tropicalismo—

GILBERTO GIL: And then he—just to finish about the tropicalismo. He wanted something to establish a new purpose for Brazilian music.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But establish also and destabilize.

GILBERTO GIL: Of course, I mean, to establish a new thing, you have to destabilize an old one.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And it got you into trouble.

GILBERTO GIL: It brought us into trouble. Because first—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Into serious trouble. But to what—to what? What were you doing that was so naughty? Was it an attitude, to go back to that word?

GILBERTO GIL: An attitude, the attitude, the attitude, the speech, the dressing, growing the hairs long, bringing the distortion device for the electric guitars and playing with the Mutantes, you know, a very interesting rock group emerging in the scene in Brazil at the time. And so on and so on and so on and so many things, you know. The themes we would talk about, you know, the new forms of seeing, the role of the family, the role of the father, you know. Those sort of things, I mean. The whole change of attitude and the problem was that at the same time the military men took, you know, care of the government, of the power, of the political power in Brazil. Got rid of the parties, got rid of the congress, and then they would like to get rid of—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You were left. You were next. You were next on the list. And you made the list.

GILBERTO GIL: We made the list. They put us in jail for three months and then in home confinement in Bahia for another six months and then exiled. And they just said, go out, you know, we don’t want you here, and we went to London.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That’s when you went to London and you said about that moment, “We were young people from different parts of the country who understood we belonged to the world and the world belongs to us. We are part of everything and we are in every part. That consciousness pushed us to create a new music that was at the same time the oldest music. We uncovered tradition, we paid tribute to our old masters,” coming back to the subject at hand in some way. “We celebrated the new revelations of bossa nova and allowed us to be shaken by the whirlwind of rock and roll. We believed that the future was to live in the present.” That read to me like a manifesto, really, of tropicalismo.

GILBERTO GIL: In a sense. We had many manifestos.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: But this is one of them. This is not a bad one.

GILBERTO GIL: Not a bad one.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Prison taught you a lot of different things.

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, to yoga, for instance. (laughter) Yeah, to macrobiotics, yeah, yeah, to meditation, yeah. In a sense. I mean, having a lemon and doing a lemonade with it. (inaudible)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I understand. Could you illustrate a moment of tropicalismo for us, musically?

GILBERTO GIL: Musically? Okay, let me, the same way I did with the ending of the times in London I will do a song that was my ending for the tropicália times in Brazil, when I left Brazil to exile, okay?

(Gilberto Gil plays a song)

(applause)

GILBERTO GIL: That was a farewell song, you know. When they said—they got us to a headquarter in Rio, after the three months in prison, the six months in home confinement, they asked us to come to their place in Rio and then they told us go out, okay go out, we don’t want you here. Then I wrote that song, you know, to say good-bye you know and mentioning a little the area where we had been jailed, you know, the spot in Rio where we (inaudible), north of—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you wrote that right after you were released.

GILBERTO GIL: When we—when they told us that we had to leave then they gave us a month to leave and I wrote that song and I sung that in our farewell concert in Salvador in July 1969. Yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And off, I want to take us now, travel a little bit with you to London and travel to the London you discovered on Portobello Road and the London you discovered through reggae and a missed, a terrible missed opportunity in your life, which was to not meet Bob Marley. Right? Terrible missed opportunity.

GILBERTO GIL: I saw him from a distance in the Greek Theater in L.A. when he did—he was touring America one of those tours that he did here. He was playing the Greek Theater. I had come from Montreaux, the first time that Claude Nobs brought me to Montreaux, it was 1978, July 1978, then I had played in Montreaux, then back to L.A. because I was recording with Sérgio Mendes, I was recording Nightingale, my only American album. Then back in L.A. I saw in the newspapers that Marley was playing the Greek Theater.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And off you went. Boom.

GILBERTO GIL: Boom. And then after the concert boom backstage, but he had gone, because he had a next-day concert in Santa Barbara, and then he had—I had missed him.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I would like to acknowledge in the audience here someone you have mentioned, who I was going to mention, I don’t know where he is, but I would love him to stand, Claude Nobs, Claude Nobs, who is (applause)—part of the Rolex world, but you should say something about him, because he was so important for you in 1978. He launched.

GILBERTO GIL: Yes, Claude’s been responsible for one of the most prestigious festivals, you know, in Europe.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Montreaux.

GILBERTO GIL: Montreaux, in Switzerland. First time I was in Montreaux, I remember the Queen, the British group was there, recording one of the albums, one of the initial works that they did and, I mean, monsters from the jazz scene and from the pop scene. I mean, Montreaux has been—how long? For how many?

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thirty, forty years—

GILBERTO GIL: Forty years? Forty-five years.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Who’s counting?

GILBERTO GIL: For forty-five years. And in ’78 he gave me the opportunity to start sort of the international career that I have today.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I want to come back to Bob Marley. You have said, “I was also fascinated by the whole Rasta cultural thing. It helped me to identify what was African about Brazilian culture.” And I want to give you and I hope the audience a little gift, but I will ask for five minutes of patience. On this stage, five, maybe six months, five months ago, on the 11th, I believe, or maybe it was the 12th of May, we paid tribute to the thirty years of Bob Marley’s passing. By I invited on this stage, the founder of Island Records.

GILBERTO GIL: Chris.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Chris Blackwell. Who would love to be here today. 

GILBERTO GIL: Who I met in Brazil once.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And he sends you warm regards and I would like you to see how Chris Blackwell talks about his encounter with Bob Marley. In the audience to explain what Island Records was about also I had the great privilege and chance of having someone who’s been on the stage a few weeks ago too is Harry Belafonte, so he was here and so Harry Belafonte was in the audience, and in many ways there’s so many bridges and we’ll try to make a few, between Harry Belafonte’s political involvement and your political involvement.

GILBERTO GIL: And his music.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: His music.

GILBERTO GIL: The calypso.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And the calypso. So many different things.

GILBERTO GIL: Before the ska and before the reggae.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Let’s take a look at this. It’s Jared Feldman’s extraordinary work. If you could take a look at it. Five minutes of your patience. It will be rewarded.

(Videotape of Chris Blackwell evening begins)

(“Island in the Sun” plays)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Of course, this was the inspiration of your label, I would like to before saying anything more, to recognize here in this venerable library, in this hall, Harry Belafonte.

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: So that’s how Island Records came about?

CHRIS BLACKWELL: Music from Island in the Sun. 

(“The Harder They Come” plays)

CHRIS BLACKWELL: Very early on, I was working with Jimmy Cliff, and Perry Henzell rang me, and he’d seen one of the album covers of Jimmy Cliff and he said, this is the guy to play the lead part in his film The Harder They Come, and eventually it came out, and it was extremely well received but Jimmy didn’t make the fifty grand from his record sales that I had told him he would make if he had stayed with me. I was very sad about it because I felt that the image that Perry Henzell had created in The Harder They Come had gave a context for all the Jamaican movie—the Jamaican music—I should stop drinking my rum.

(“Time Will Tell” plays)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Your encounter with Bob Marley is legendary. It’s the story of many tales, some of them true, and I’d like to hear you tell us tonight on a very important night, incredibly important night for all those who loved Bob Marley, because it’s the eleventh of May, 2011, and he died on the eleventh of May, 1981. The encounter with Bob Marley, how did it happen and how did you come to trust him?

CHRIS BLACKWELL: Because Jimmy had just gone, literally a week after that, somebody rang and said, “Bob Marley’s in town,” and where Jimmy was acting this character, Bob was actually that character, you know, and Bob had the same thing, Bob refused to do business with the regular producers and was releasing his own records, producing and releasing them himself, but he couldn’t get them played because he needed the network.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And people had prepared you to not trust Bob Marley in the least.

CHRIS BLACKWELL: I knew his music, because I’d released some of his music, I’d never met him, I’d released some of the records I’d picked up from these guys. And yes, you’d heard that they were difficult guys, but when they walked in the room I just really embraced them. They were totally broke at the time, but they walked in like kings and I just felt that the best way to develop a working relationship with them was to give them trust, and I asked Bob how much he thought it would cost to make a record and he said, “four thousand pounds,” so I gave him four thousand pounds and said, “Go make the record and when I come down, I’ll sign the contract.” I felt it was the only way to establish a good working relationship from scratch because they had been, you know, ripped off so much previously. And it was very much a right decision because we had a great bond all the time, all during his life we had a great bond.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: We remember Bob Marley and we remember his memory and we miss him, and I’d like you to introduce the last song we will listen to in its entirety. 

CHRIS BLACKWELL: Let’s listen to “Time Will Tell.” “Time Will Tell” is sad, but it’s reflective on this thirtieth day or thirtieth anniversary of Bob’s passing.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Ladies and gentlemen, I would like to thank Chris Blackwell!

(applause)

(Video of Chris Blackwell evening ends)

GILBERTO GIL: Let me sing Marley’s song.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I was going to say.

GILBERTO GIL: Because we are approaching the end of our conversation. “Time, time will tell. We think we are in heaven but we’re living in hell.” He was like that. Yeah. He would say, you know, directly, what he thought about.

(Gilberto Gil plays and sings “No Woman, No Cry”)

(applause)

GILBERTO GIL: So inspirational. Inspiration. Inspiration. He was an inspiration, yeah.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: You’ve said, rather Caetano Veloso has said in his autobiography, Tropical Truth, that you never seemed conscious of your blackness before discovering Bob Marley. Would you agree with that?

GILBERTO GIL: Sure, sure. Bob decided to really put it, you know—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Out there.

GILBERTO GIL: Out there. In terms of the good and the bad conscience, you know, the sufferings, the hassles, the injustice, and the whole thing and at the same time, you know, so happy, beautiful, joyful music, you know, that he did, of course with the help of an incredible band, the Wailers, you know, “Family Man,” Aston and the brother.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Incredible. And an incredible story, no, the way that Chris Blackwell tells this story of meeting them and also trusting them. Chris tells this story that he gave them four thousand pounds and said go.

GILBERTO GIL: That attitude of Marley was on behalf of a struggle, you know, on behalf of enduring, of, you know, of looking for power for the small, for the you know—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The disenfranchised.

GILBERTO GIL: The little artists.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which is something that you have struggled for also.

GILBERTO GIL: Somehow, somehow.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I think in a way your resistance to this term of World Music is a resistance that comes in no small part because there is a second world and a third world and many other worlds that are maybe not included in this term that seems to—

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, some time ago I wrote an article for a magazine.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Le Figaro or here?

GILBERTO GIL: No, in America. And about that, about I mean the idea of a world music differently from the music of the world, I mean, world music just being sort of a label to make it easy for you know, for the commercializing, for finding your shelf, you know, a specific shelf, like they did with calling bossa nova “Latin jazz.” The same way, I mean, just to make it easy for the American audiences.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Consumable.

GILBERTO GIL: Consumable. That kind of thing. And in this article I was considering that the music of the world is larger than that, you know. I was quoting the work that Ginger Baker did in Africa, opening a studio in Lagos, you know. The work that the South Africans did, all of them, Youssou N’Dour, Fela, and all of them, and you know other guys and then we all in Brazil with the bossa nova and the tropicália and the young kids here you know in America and I mean this spreading of global music that we have today of course because of the whole spreading of the communicational apparatus. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And I’d like you to, in closing, slowly, I’d like you to talk a little bit about your great interest in the new forms of communication, the way in which we’re interrelated with the Internet, with your work with Lawrence Lessig, who also was on this stage not so long ago—he spoke for the very first time about this whole notion about the digitization of libraries and how—you know, in a sense he said there are two kinds of societies, open societies and closed societies.

GILBERTO GIL: And also, yeah, the proprietary.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The ones who own to keep and shield.

GILBERTO GIL: And the ones that want, you know, share, freely, you know, for free with the people.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which side do you go on?

GILBERTO GIL: I think what sort of gives the people defending that idea the impulse to defend that is the fact that if you judge how it was before, I mean, for records, for books, for written material, for videos, for you know, image and sound and so on and so in the analogical world, we dealt with scarcity. In the digital world we deal with abundance, you know. So everything is not that, so we are approaching zero, price zero, you know, we are approaching free, that kind of thing, I mean, possibilities to share are there.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Which you celebrate completely.

GILBERTO GIL: Which I celebrate because it is one of the few opportunities that we can make this idealistic thing that notion of everything for everybody.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, and this notion, you know, to—

GILBERTO GIL: Technology can promote that now, you know, so I think that politics should promote that, too. 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Promote it and in a sense a Library of Babel. Everything is possible. Everything is under a roof. Everything can exist.

GILBERTO GIL: The wiki concept and everything. Everyone can contribute.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you tried to do this in your ministry also.

GILBERTO GIL: I tried, I tried. We started a department, a special department on digital culture in the Ministry of Culture of Brazil to deal with those matters, you know, to bring the society to discuss that, to improve, to increase the dialogue between the corporate sector and the state sector and the civil society and so on and so, so that we can you know start at least considering all those new possibilities.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And you know what interests me so much in Chris’s approach to Bob Marley which is not unlike, I think, the approach you have towards this new culture which is the notion of, you know what, you think he is going to smoke away those four thousand pounds, but in fact, no, he came back with one of the most extraordinary records—

GILBERTO GIL: Of all time.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Yes, and you have been very interested in the relationship, since I was mentioning smoking, between the psychedelic drugs and the Internet. I was fascinated to read and now there’s a new biography of Steve Jobs and he spent his very first years doing one thing.

(laughter)

GILBERTO GIL: In a sense I’ve been saying that, you know, at least for ten years. During the whole time I was in the ministry I used to say that. I used to consider myself even a hacker minister or something like that. And I used to say when Stallman was in Brazil some time ago to talk about the open source and everything I told him that I believed that in certain ways Silicon Valley was, you know, a creation of the psychedelic movement in a sense.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: I think that’s so fascinating. I mean, I must say, I hear you say it now, I read it, I find that mind-blowing.

(laughter)

GILBERTO GIL: Many other factors, of course, I mean, scientific ones, you know, the maths and the cyber.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: The drugs alone wouldn’t have done it.

GILBERTO GIL: But the state-of-mind-changing element that the psychedelics brought, you know, had a lot to do with the capability of new, more profound insights and everything and everything that got us to where—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: To the place we’re at now.

GILBERTO GIL: To the place where computers are at now. And where the nano culture is now and so on and so on and so and so.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: In closing, recently—

GILBERTO GIL: Because psychedelics I mean, were, gave opportunity to many, many brains to expand, you know? (laughter) Of course. I mean, that was what—

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: That was part of the fun. 

GILBERTO GIL: That was what—what was his name who wrote the book, Politics of Ecstasy, Timothy. That was the idea behind Timothy’s speech, Timothy Leary’s speech and many others and I think that Silicon Valley is somehow a creation of psychedelics.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Someone who wouldn’t disagree with you totally is Neil MacGregor, the director of the British Museum, had to choose a hundred objects that in some way speak about our civilization. And you can imagine how difficult it was to choose the hundredth and this is what was reported. “It had to reflect something pretty important for the end of 2010 and we wanted to remind everybody that the museum is still collecting and it’s our job to document societal changes now as well as in the past. Some bloggers suggested an iPad or a Botox needle but the final object was a plastic solar-powered light about the size of a coffee mug that came with a charger and cost forty-five dollars. It can illuminate an entire room enough to change the lives of a family with no electricity. It’s a transformative object one that sets people free,” Mr. McGregor said. “Once they have access to solar power, they have access to the Internet, then they have access to the world of knowledge.”

GILBERTO GIL: Sure, beautiful. Well put. Well said. I’m kind of guided by some of those kind of beliefs. I believe in the transformative role of technology, especially now that new materials and this possibility of going inside the microbe, hypermicrobe dimensions of material, the materia! 

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: When you and I spoke just yesterday or the day before, I quoted back to you something you had said to me that you know when I asked you what you were interested in now you said, “I’m really interested in the inner life.” I thought to myself, how do I make that palpable to you here? And yesterday you said, “I’m becoming an old man and I’m trying to live life accordingly.”

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, yeah. Aging. In Portuguese I used to put it, (inaudible) inconformity with age.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Inconformity with one’s age.

GILBERTO GIL: It rhymes, it’s poetry already in Portuguese (inaudible)
PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: And what does that mean?

GILBERTO GIL: That means that the sentence you just read. I’m trying to live accordingly with my age.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: A different attitude.

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, it’s implicit, you know. It’s implicit. It’s implicated.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It’s also the movement of a whole life between bitter and sweet.

GILBERTO GIL: Yeah, yeah, yeah. You all will have—I hope we will all have the opportunity to age, you know, to get old. And you’re gonna see. You’re gonna see. You’re gonna see, yeah, (laughter) different demands. 

(applause)

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Before we gonna see, I would like you to take us out on a song, and before you do, I just want to say what an extraordinary pleasure it has been talking to you and how happy I am.

GILBERTO GIL: For me too.

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: Thank you! Thank you, Gilberto Gil. Thank you!

GILBERTO GIL: Thank you! I remember the first time I was invited for a lecture in Boston many years ago, more than twenty-five years ago or something like that, the guys who promoted the thing announced through a leaflet, you know, that, with a “Come! Join Gilberto Gil the conversationalist!”

PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: They were right then.

(Gilberto Gil performs a song.)
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