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The voice is as sweet and strong as ever, the Spanish lyrics as dark and thoughtful: "No one chooses his family or his race, when he is born/Nor to be rich, poor, good, bad, brave or cowardly/We are born from a decision in which we are not consulted/And no one can promise us results/ . . . Between baptism and hell each person makes a road/ And, with his decisions, a destiny."

Rubén Blades (he pronounces his last name as in English, but has no objections if Spanish-speakers say Blahdace) has a new album, "Tiempos" (Sony), and band, the Costa Rican group Editus, which he brings to Northeastern University’s Blackman Theatre this Thursday. Thirty-one years after his recording debut and 22 years after his "Siembras," with Willie Colon, became the best selling salsa album ever, he is still considered "the thinking person’s salsero."

Typically, Blades rejects the label: "First of all, I was never really a salsa musician," he says, on the phone from his New York home. "I used Afro-Cuban percussion, but my feeling was always that I was attempting to write or describe situations within a city or within a society, and addressing issues that were of interest to people who danced or didn’t dance. A lot of people write for the feet, and I’m not gonna give you stupid lyrics because I need to babble some idiocy while you move.

"I always felt a tremendous need to document realities and communicate, and because I moved within the dance circuit and the songs had a very strong rhythm to them, people defined me within the salsa boundaries. Not knowing what else to say, they said ‘Oh, this is the more educated salsero, the more intelligent one.’ As if we were some subspecies they were studying and some of us could manage the trick to press the blue button and get water faster than the other ones."

So would he define himself more in the context of nueva canción, Latin America’s politically-oriented singer-songwriter movement? "The thing there is that there is a very strong ideological base, or at least there’s a suspicion that the nueva canción guys are more interested in questioning Pinochet than questioning Fidel. So, I never liked that either, because of the basic dishonesty of criticizing just right wing dictators; I think you have to criticize all forms of dictatorship.

"Also, I was trying to reach the largest possible group of people, looking at them all as my peers, as human beings. I wasn’t trying to reach the educated, university-trained professional who would be able to decypher my imagery. I was trying to create something that would resolve my own need to present things in a literate way -- in a poetic way, if I may -- but without alienating the audience."

In his life, Blades has charted a course that fits his independent stance. Now 51, he was born in Panama City of Colombian and Cuban parents (his name coming from a West Indian grandfather), and favored rock and Sinatra before getting caught up in the Panamanian student movement. Along with his musical career, which includes three Grammies, he has earned law degrees from the University of Panama and Harvard (he is shocked to hear that the Tasty eatery is gone), acted in films, television, and on Broadway, and in 1994 finished third out of seven candidates for the Panamanian presidency.

However, despite collaborations with everyone from Ray Barretto and Tito Puente to Elvis Costello and Lou Reed, the man Gabriel García Márquez called "the world’s most popular unknown" is still something less than a household word. He has maintained a major-label contract, but the much-vaunted Latin boom has not elevated him to stadium status. Not that this seems to trouble him. While he speaks respectfully of Ricky Martin and Marc Anthony, both of whom have named him as an important influence, he is openly furious at the whole concept of "crossover."

"I refuse to even acknowledge that term," he says. "Because ‘crossover’ depends intrinsically on your acceptance that there is a chasm there. And I refuse to accept that. I think music is one common ground, and that means that some guy in Budapest can play rock ’n’ roll, and some 14-year-old in China can play salsa, or a Japanese guy can play Irish music.

"The whole crossover thing has an economic and a racist connotation, but the racism is not colored, it’s cultural racism. And I will not accept that we are divided. I mean, right now as I speak to you I’m listen to an Irish band called Solas. Does that mean that they’re crossing over to the Latin market? That they’re not gonna eat any more potatoes, they’re gonna have some rice and beans now, and maybe the girl will grow a mustache so when she does the ‘Riverdance’ thing the mustache goes up and down? Come on. You listen to whatever you’re gonna listen to."

As for the fact that other singers are getting a lot more press and record sales, Blades seems utterly unconcerned by it. The man who reinvented the whole concept of a salsa song with his epic street ballad "Pedro Navaja," and who cites Bertolt Brecht as an influence can hardly be expected to worry about the latest fashions. Though the constant undertone of anger in his speech makes it hard to say he sounds happy, he sounds quite satisfied with the destiny he has found.

"I’m not on the cover of Rolling Stone or People in Español -- or in English or Apache -- I’m not that kind of celebrity. But I’m doing my films, and I try to produce music with intelligence, and that has kept me alive. Because the audiences are smarter than the idiots that sell the records. Basically, that’s what keeps guys like Tom Waits alive, and Bob Dylan, for that matter, and myself. I don’t think about sales -- if people don’t want to by my records I couldn’t care less, because I think this is something that needs to be done. And I think that, because of the combinations of things that I’m doing, now with this excellent group Editus, we’re presenting different positions for people to listen to, so that future generations will have something else to sample than all the crap that’s out there."

Rubén Blades appears at Blackman Theatre, Thursday at 7:30 p.m. Tickets are $25. For information, call 617-373-2247.
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Article in Elijah Wald’s book Global Minstrels (September 2006):

(see below)
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Global Minstrels: The World of World Music introduces today's leading performers from around the world. From urban nightclubbers dancing to salsa to suburbanites relaxing with Cuban and Brazilian melodies, to the host of pop and rock stars who have added international flavors to their music, "world" sounds have become part of the basic fabric of American life. At the same time, in every American city, immigrants have used musical gatherings as a way to bring their communities together. Including conversations with dozens of artists from five continents, Global Minstrels explores the breadth of the world music experience through the voices of the musicians themselves. In the process, it gives a unique view of the interactions of a globalizing society and introduces readers to some of the most fascinating and thoughtful artists working on the current scene.

Profiled artists include Ladysmith Black Mambazo; King Sunny Ade, The Mighty Sparrow, Reuben Blades, Los Tigres del Norte, Gilberto Gil, Dick Gaughan, Alan Stivell, The Master Musicians of Jajouka, The Gipsy Kings, Ali Akbar Khan, Ravi Shankar, and many more.

Global Minstrels will strongly appeal to the world music audience, from academic ethnomusicologists to general listeners who enjoy this new, vibrant musical style.

Images from the book:

[image: image2.png]Rubén Blades came to the attention of the New York salsa world in
1975, as vocalist on Willie Colén’s groundbreaking album, £/ Bueno,
el Feo, y el Malo (The Good, the Bad, and the Ugly). If Yomo Toro
(who also appeared on that album) was the most traditionally rooted
artist in the Fania Records stable, Blades was the label’s proletarian
poct, revolutionizing what had been good-time dance music by writ-
ing complex, gritty fables of lifc in the big city. It was protest music
with a beat, the smartest, most rhythmically inspired sound of what
the Anglo world remembers as an cra of disco and punk rock. In 1978,
Blades and Colén created their masterpicce, Siembra, which became
the best-selling album of salsa’s golden age and included “Pedro
Navaja,” Blades’s epic reimagining of “Mack the Knife.”

Blades has covered a lot of ground since then, and yet, much
remains the same. The angry young man has become an angry
older man, still making music that addresses the injustice and ugli-
ness around him: “No one chooses his family or his race when he
is born,” he writes, in a song titled “Vida” (Life), from his Tiempos
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album. “Nor to be rich, poor, good, bad, brave or cowardly.” And
yet, “Between baptism and burial cach person makes a road, and,
with his decisions, a destiny.”

Blades has made many surprising decisions in his life, and his com-
ples, literary songs have carned him the label of “the thinking person’s
salsero.” Far from being flattered by such designations, he reacts o
this label with irritation: “First of all, I was never really a salsa musi-

cis

1 used Afro-Cuban percussion, but my feeling was always that T
was attempting to write or describe situations within a city or within
a society, and addressing issues that were of interest to people who
danced or didn't dance. A lot of people write for the feet, but my music,
you can dance if you want, but that's not my whole direction. I'm not
gonna give you stupid lyrics because T need to babble some idiocy while
you move.

“I always felt a tremendous need to document realities and com-
municate, and because I moved within the dance circuit and the
songs had a very strong rhythm to them, people defined me within
the salsa boundarie
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[image: image5.png]Since Blades chooses not to be classed as a salsero, it might seem
logical to consider him as part of Latin America’s politically ori-
ented singer-songwriter movement, the nueva cancisn (new song),
but that suggestion leaves him equally unhappy: “The thing there
is that there is a very strong ideological base, or at least there’s a

suspicion that the nueva cancién guys are more interested in ques-
tioning [Augusto] Pinochet than questioning Fidel [Castro]. So, 1
never liked that cither, because of the basic dishonesty of criticiz-
ing just right-wing dictators. I think you have to criticize all forms
of dictatorship.

“Also, T was trying to reach the largest possible group of people,
looking at them all &

my peers, as human beings. I wasn't trying
to reach the educated, university-trained professional who would be
able to decipher my imagery. T was trying to create something that
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would resolve my own need to present things in a literate way—in a
poctic way, if I may—but without alienating the audience.”

In his life, Blades has charted a course that fits his independent
stance. He was born in Panama City in 1948, of Colombian and
Cuban parents (a West Indian grandfather supplied the family name,
which he pronounces the English way, though he has no objection to
Spanish-speakers saying Bla-dace). His carly tastes ran to rock and
Frank Sinatra, and he became politic

ed as part of the student move-
ment of the 1960s. Along with his musical career, which includes

three Grammys, he has carned law degrees from the University of
Panama and Harvard University; acted in films, television, and on
Broadway; and, in 1994, finished third out of seven candidates for the
Panamanian presidency.

Gabriel Garcia Mirquez called Blades “the world’s most pop-
ular unknown,” and it is truc that, despite collaborations with
everyone from Ray Barretto and Tito Puente to Elvis Costello,
Lou Reed, and Paul Simon, he has remained something of a cult
figure. Even the much-vaunted Latin boom, which made Ricky

Martin a hous
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respectfully of Martin and of Marc Anthony, both of whom have

hold name, left his reputation virtually unchanged.

st. While he speaks

not seem to trouble him in the I

named him as an important influence, he is openly furious at the
whole concept of crossover.
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mustache goes up and down? Come on. That's bullshit. You listen to
whatever you're gonna listen to.”

As for the fact that other singers are getting a lot more press and
record sales, a man who cites Bertolt Brecht as a major influence can
hardly be expected to worry about the latest fashions. Though the
undertone of anger in his speech makes it hard to describe him as

happy or satisfied, he is clearly proud of his accomplishments, and has

come to terms with the destiny he has made:

“I'm not on the cover of Rolling Stone ot Peaple en Espariol—or in
English or Apache—I'm not that kind of celebrity. But 'm doing my
films, and I try to produce music with intelligence, and that has kept
me alive. Because the audiences are smarter than the idiots that sell
the records. Basically, that's what keeps guys like Tom Waits alive,
and Bob Dylan, for that matter, and mysclf. Not because people say,
‘Oh, he’s cute,” or ‘Oh, he’s got a nice voice,” or ‘Oh, he went out with
50 and so, or ‘He sold X amount of million records.’
¢ thing that should be
done, because I think everybody’s got their own taste and I respect
music in general. But by the same token, I do resent being measured
by the

“Idon’t think that what I'm doing is the on

sort of mediocre standards that are reserved for what is mas:

produced and passes for talent today in every field. T believe that
people respect me not only because T did well, but because of where
T have been, what I have done, what are my positions. I don’t think
about sales. If people don’t want to buy my records I couldn’t care
less, because I think this is something that needs to be done. We're
presenting different positions for people to listen to, so that future
generations will have something else to sample than all the crap
that's out there.”





