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BY ROBERT L. DOERSCHUK

AST DECEMBER, WITH THE HOLIDAYS

breathing down our necks, with schedules

strangled by hours of battling shopping mall

mobs, with no break in the usual deadline

pressure, the Keyboard staff found a marve-

lous way to cope with the festive chaos: We

locked ourselves in our rooms and spent two
days listening to tapes sent in for the fourth
annual Reader Soundpage Contest.

And you know what? It was worth it. Sorry
about not sending you this year’s tie, Uncle
Herb; I was too busy enjoying the music laid on
us by the hundreds of talented readers who
answered our call to compete for a place on our
Soundpage.

Shortly after announcing this year’s contest in
our Oct. 88 issue, we began getting bags full of
cassettes. The tapes came from hither and yori—
from Norway, Australia, Rumania, Switzerland,
Syria, and from the deck of the U.S.S. Oldendorf,
docked in Yokosuka, Japan. They came bearing
musical gifts: synthesized adaptations of a
Brahms rhapsody and a Mozart concerto, a Scar-
latti piano piece recorded on (surprise!) a piano,
Christmas songs done in reggae style (“Angels
We Have Heard On High”) and as a sequence of
push-button telephone beeps (“Carol Of The
Ma Bells”), an electronic klezmer tune, and lots
of original material that fits into no obvious
category.

We also heard hours’ worth of material that
was too easily categorized. The trend among
many entrants seemed to be toward modular
pieces that begin with a drum beat or a simple
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riff, upon which different accompaniments are
piled, layer upon layer, in neat eight-bar incre-
ments. You could almost bet your Christmas
bonus that one of these layers would consist of a
sixteenth-note sequence, percolating in perfect
sync with a drum machine upbeat. While much
of this was neatly executed, we hope that some of
the players behind these tapes probe a bit
deeper into their creative and technical re-
sources in future projects.

But as in years past, we also came across
plenty of great stuff—too much, in fact, to discuss
in detail. Let’s just give a special thanks to Dan
McCollim of Spokane, Washington, Dan Van Oss
of Pella, lowa, Larry Gerndt of Mountain View,
California, and Kevin Kliesch of Parsippany, New
Jersey (good luck at the Berklee College Of
Music, Kevinl) for their outstanding contri-
butions.

But in the end, our choice for this year’s
prizewinnerwas obvious: Chuck Butler of Somer-
dale, New Jersey, whose sizzling submission,
titled “Quatro,” proves that a talented player can
work wonders with a relatively modest setup.
Armed with a Korg Sigma, an Akai $900,a DX7,
and a Roland Juno-106, Butler lays down a one-
man groove that most fusion bands would envy.
His solo line sears through a steamy rhythm
accompaniment, with bass and drums interact-
ing like Cobham and Clarke on a good night.
Add that to the fact that Butler put it all together
himself, with help from Performer and South-
worth JamBox 4+ reading SMPTE time code, and
you've got a Soundpage-quality tour de force.




“Quatro” was recorded last Septem-
ber, October, and November at Baker
Sound Studiosin Philadelphia, where the
25-year-old keyboardist spends much of
his time cutting his own music. Originally
conceived asademotoshoparoundto
independentlabels, “Quatro” seemed to
fit the Competition requirements, 5o
Butler sent it in. It immediately caught our
attention as a standout solo effort, combin-
ing studio chops with the kind of excite-
ment that Butler cultivated through live
work with various Top 40 and jazz groups,
pit bands, and a year on the casino circuit
with an R&B outfit.

“Gettingaband-like groove has been
my bag foralongtime,” he reports. “The
important thing is that in order for music to
sound real and human and natural, you've
got to hear interaction between musicians.
Soif you're going to use MIDI to be a one-
man band, so to speak, you've got to think
of ways that you can make thathappen
artificially.”

Butler’s method for capturing that feel
isto make each partsoundasif it were
being played by musicians bouncing ideas
off of one another onstage. “You have an
advantage in a live context,” he points out,
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“in that you can play asolo, and the rest of
the band will respond toit. In a MIDl situa-
tion,such as ‘Quatro,’ | don’t have that
advantage, so | tried towriteitinto the
piece.”

On “Quatro”” and many of Butler’s
other pieces, the drums are the most
important focus. “‘I’m especially bigon
doingdrums,” he admits. “‘l love to play
with real drummers, butif I'm not doing
that on a particular project, I'll do every-
thing | can to make my drum parts sound
as real as possible. That's where the chal-
lenge is. It’s no challenge to put ‘kick,
snare, kick, snare’ into a drum machine.
I's much tougher to think like adrummer.
Iwantto be thedrummer! My goal isto
have people ask, ‘Who's the drummer on
that cut?,’ and be able to say, ‘1 am!”’

Though he hesitates to call himself an
actual drummer in the sticks-and-skins
sense, Butler banged on a few kits through-
out his years in garage bands. “When | was
in high school, | had a lot of different
groups. My mother was the only parent
who would let us practice in her home. So
all my groups rehearsed in our basement.
When the drummers left, I'd crank up the
stereo, and go at it on their drums. | never

Chuck Butler with (clockwise from lower L):
Neotek Series 1 console, Otari MX-5050 two-track
above Aphex Aural Exciter, Urei LA4 stereo limiter,
and Otari MTR-10 two-track mixdown deck, Korg
Sigma above Yamaha REV7 reverb unit, Lexicon
PCM-60, and another Otari MX-5050, Roland Juno-
106 above Yamaha DX7, Apple Macintosh (running
“Quatro” in Mark Of The Unicorn Performer)
above Akai $900.

gotvery good, but I've beenaroundso
many drummers that I'm as inside of their
playing as they are. | think | could be a
good drummer if | worked atit. It'sall | can
do to be a good keyboard player,” he
laughs.

It’s also important to Butler that he
conceive each part within the limits of
each actual instrument being evoked
through synth orsampler. “A lot of people
try to put things into a drum machine thata
real drummer just couldn’t play,” he
pointsout. “There are thingsin ‘Quatro’
that would be very difficult for a drummer
todo. Butaslongasthe bestdrummerin
the world could play what | write, | feel
justified in writing that part. | say to myself,
‘If Dave Weckl can play this, then it’s
okay.””

Butler feels that Mark Of The Unicorn’s
Performer was the tool he needed to
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