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We were spoilt for choice when it came to choosing a cover for this issue, with so many big Latin
artists descending on London - Shakira, Carlos Vives, Residente, Maluma, Grupo Niche, Bad
Bunny and Enrique Iglesias to name but a few. But the decision was easy; hit-makers there are a
plenty but artists that last the test of time, there are few. We've been singing the songs of Rubén
Blades since we were kids, and our children (mine, named after him!) and grandchildren will be
singing them too. His lyrics have touched the hearts of millions, made them cry, laugh, sigh, and
think, with music that they can’t but dance to, and it's our dream come true to have this great artist
on our cover. Where will the next Rubén Blades come from? Well that’s where the LUKAS Awards
comes in, bringing new generations of Latin talent out of the woodwork and on to a platform. This
year is the strongest year in terms of nominees, a testament to the great Latin talent in the UK,
Europe and beyond. Check them out at www.thelukas.co.uk. And, if you want to see some former
winners and this year’s contenders live, head down to City Hall on the river (between London and
Tower Bridges) on June 8th for La Clave Fest, London’s FREE Latin music and dance festival. It's
going to be a great summer for Latin music. Enjoy!

Amaranta Wright, Editor L./ - _ 7
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At first dlsmlssed for hls wordy complexity, Rubén Blades - composer,
singer, salsero, lyricist, narrator, poet, social conscience and political ac-
tivist - soon proved to be Fania Record’s biggest money spinner and Latin
music’s best selling Latin artist for decades. Ahead of what could be his
last big concert in London, Amaranta Wright talks to Latin America’s icon--
IC music star about his Ffe, music and, of course, politics.
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This is a scene | have imagined so g .

~ many times | almost believe | have seen it myself. & . S | D0
.'ud.‘ ‘-'~ SO v

don or anywhere in the world. And yet it is just a dance track 8

“Fhere are many great Salsa tunes; ones that; when
you hear them in a club and you're dancung YOu
A don’'t want them to end. But when you hear
this Salsa tune you find yourself almost...as
the song itself goes, drowning in feeling.
You want to cry, you want to embrace the
person you love, tell them that you love .
them and, in the end, as its.tempo quick-
ens into a crescendo_ of: optlmlsm you
want to dance and celebrate Ilfe Thrs is
the Ruben Blades effect -
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; | (Love and Control) are not Rubén Blade's most famous

- Impact on Salsa sales for the New York-based Fania la

.. bel with-Siembra (1978) -

.+ “for almost 20 years (until Marc Anthony’s Contra el Cor-
.~ 'fiente in-1997). His 1984 album Buscando America
... (Looking for America) had made him a world-wide art-

~+.~ist whilst'his lyrics, translated into English and reflect-
- ing.the struggles against the dictatorships sweeping
TOERERAT Latln America, earned him the adoration of millions.

'Yet Amor y Control marked a huge leap in de-
~fining ‘Rubén Blades as a complete artist — the

.- composer, the singer, the lyricist, the narra-

.. .. tor, the poet, the social conscience, the politi-
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Tnls'19'9;’2“song' and album of the same name, Amor y Control

By the tlme it was released Blades had already had a major

the best selling Salsa album

cal activist, all rolled into one - which set him
apart from every other Salsa artist and eventually
earned him the legendary status he has today.

A Salsero beyond his genre

- Born in Panama to a Cuban mother and a

father of English descent (hence the name),
Blades was of a notably more middle class and
whiter heritage than many of his Salsa peers
from New York and Puerto Rico. Two important
things Blades says, marked his upbringing.

One. was Panamas musical, cultural and eth-

nically mixed. environment; the Panama Canal

had brought labourers and engineers from all

over the world - the West Indies, Europe and
Asia - and the country’s radio music reflected
this diversity. ‘Blades describes how, with few
commercial constraints, radio deejays played

' pretty much anything they felt like:

“Cuban music was really popular, | remember
listening to Beny Moré, Orchestra Aragén and

La Sonora Macanzera. Colombia had its output .

-of Vallenatos and Cumbias which were really

influential too.” Because of the big American

presence, people also had quick access to the -

“latest US music. “We were very connected to

_ Presley, thtile Rlchard The Platters and Frank . -

what was going on. | remember hearing Bill
Haley and the Comets, Frankie Lymon, Elvis

.+ Sinatra.”

“My first album came at a time
when there were fourteen military
- dictatorships in Latin America. .
-+ Juan Gonzalez (about a

- guerrilla fighter) was an
| anathema; fo’r radio.;s.tations;”Z'

.- - — - - -
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‘ening was the riots

~ during' protests). | was. S
.16 and the incident was " instrumental: m spur-
ring Panama to defend its sovereignty and the:
~ US' eventual transfer of power over the Canal
. 'Zone to Panama & Says Blades. “But my. first

- Chico Buarque Caetano Veloso and Gllberto::
% tatorship in Brazil because of their Iyncs

.?The other defining factor was the Blades fam-5

) to.” Allegediy, Blades mother .was so. |ntent.‘
> '.on hlm_ f:nlshl_ng Law Sohool at one polnt s_h_e -

* % % % % %)

However, - with
the US  influ-
ence .in- Panama
came the second  Bw
big influence on
Blades: political
awareness.

“A- big moment in
my political awak-

of January 9, (1964,
when the US Army
was involved in" Kill-
ing: ~22 -Panamanians
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Gil.” The latter were all imprisoned by the dic="
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virtually banned him from playing during
Carnival, and Blades had to take down the
banners advertising his performances on
her driving route, and put them up again
every day.

Nevertheless, the gifted Panamanian was
already composing and making a name
for himself.beyond the country’s borders.
It was Salsa’s golden era and during Car-
nival ‘'season the big Fania stars would
come down from New York to perform in
Panama. Blades claims it was Richie Ray,
Bobby-Cruuiz and Roberto Roena who first
spotted him-and went back to New York
singing his praises.

In 1973, jhst as Rubén was graduating
from Law School, the Blades family was
exiled to. Miami because of his father’s
ing that he wasn’t going to be a lawyer in

spect for the law, Blades joined them.

A Latin American rebel in New York

Fania boss Jerry Masucci’s offer of a meni-
al jop. in his mail room was enough to per-

Puerto Rican artists at Fania’s epicentre,
such as Willie Colén and Hector Lavoe,
‘were singing about girls, heartbreaks, and
having fun, Blades sung about a different

................
.....
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4 Latln Amerlca His lyrics tapped into deeper
- truths and emotions than Salsa ever ‘had, but
- Masucm was sceptical.

problems with the military regime. Figur- .-

. a country whose government had no re- . -

suade Rubén to leave his parents’ home
in Miami for. New York. While the largely’ -

Latin American experience of people liv- - -
ing uhder the dlctatorshtps sweepmg_.;'-

“Willie Colon presented -
‘me with the opportunity to record -
my material. He showed an' '
intelligence and an understanding
of Pan-Americanism which was
mostly absent from the
commercial notion of how
| to create a successful
s ‘Salsa album.”

P

“At the time, my songs were considered too
political, too literate, too long and too ‘anti-
Salsa’. They confronted and documented the
reality in our cities instead of merely promot-
ing escapism, frivolity and clichéd imagery,”
remembers Blades, who says, “it was Willie
Colon who presented
me with  the oppor-
tunity to record the

material | had
written.” He
showed an
intelligence
and  an un-
derstanding

of . Pan-Ameri-
canism which was
absent from (Mas-
ucci’s) commercial
notion of how to
create - a suc- .
. cessful ‘Salsa
album.”

LR 2B 2B 20 2B 2B 2B 20 20 20 20 20 2B 2B 2B 2B 2B .




tttitttt‘i#tmiﬁttt'lttt.l_ft_'.'_'- |

.................

-----------

: tohave some Very publnc differences Iater
~on, Blades says he will always be grateful
to Colon for that. “My first album came
at a time when there were fourteen mili-
~ tary dictatorships in Latin America. Juan

Gonzalez (about a guerrilla flghter) was an
anathema for radio stations.” However,

K “When we arrived in places like Vene-
.. zuela it was just...it was something else,”
-remembered Blades in a 1998 interview.

“In New York, | don’t think people under-
stood what we were doing. But outside
of New York City, we were kings. We had
something to say. Whenever we played,
people didn’t just dance, they listened.”

An Inspiration for a Generation

There’s a saying in Latin America: life
and death dance together with a beer in
hand. And people’s hips would sway even
while listening to Pablo Pueblo, about the

down trodden common man, betrayed by
i S

§-

Blades-Coldn, the Lennon-McCartney of .j.performmg e~

- Salsa, proved the sceptics wrong, when .
“Blades’ six-minute musical narrative of a -
" low-life crook Pedro Navaja became an |

instant hit all over Latin America. . gaeton told LatinoLife: ‘When Tiburon (Shark)

- about. My father paid a lot of attention to his

~then find. he was carrying one of his kids’ plastic
guns. Who couldn’t empathise with that? It's a .
. working man’s tragedy that could happen in Ca— '

' racas or. |n Sheffueld 6 . vie

~Into the nlnetles and the 21st century, albums~;

'. blg hit wuth him, to Tego Calderon

'.Gontmues on p48

.....

ami-loving Latin Amencan etates (‘you see. their,'(
faces but never their hearts’) or Padre Antonio,

the real life story of a Central Amencan priest
who was brutally assassmated by El Salvador’s
ClA-backed military government whilst he was

Everyone has their favounte Rubén Blades.
Tego Calderén, Puerto Rico’s godfather of Reg-

came out, it was like a calling, it changed-my
life. There were other Salseros, but they never
talked about the things Rubén Blades talked

lyrics and that album was very important here,
especially to the people of the Puerto Rican in-
dependence movement.

... The moon lies cushioned in the silence
Of the great resting Caribbean

Only the shark stays awake

Only the shark keeps-searching

Only the shark remains restless

Only the shark watches your every move
‘Hmmmm, what a nice little flag

Shark, if yours is another sea

What are you doing here?

“It still upsets me that we were'
exploited by labels who. .
~ did not pay us what was ours -
- and did not respect our work”, ;' :

For London’s leading Latin DJ, Venezuelan born-
Jose Luis, it is Adan Garcia
struggling to make ends meet and- when his
wife says she wants to borrow money from her
parents, it's like the last straw and he cracks up.
He tries to rob a bank, is killed by police who

- further.' with ‘more expenmental composmons.j
. ~and showing off the ingenuity of his melodies

and arrangements Most importantly; ‘Blades
has had-a major influence on the next genera- :

tion, cited by some of the biggest names in Lai'- ;
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“...a family guy, -
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RUBEN BLADES

wiTH ROBERTO DELGADO SALSA BIG BAND

. AN
DESCEMER
BUENO

PLUS FREE DAYTIME FIESTA WITH LIVE PERFORMANCES,

DJS, DANCING AND STREETFOOD FROM MIDDAY

BOOK TICKETS AT THEO2.CO.UK / AXS.COM
CALL 0844 856 0202 OR VISIT THE O2 BOX OFFICE

i@i Sm AMERICAN mf.%?o:{ The 02
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jwant to talk about the reality | see.™

Conﬁnues from page p13

"‘Together W|th Ismael Rivera and Bob Marley,

Blades is the artist that has most inspired me,”
continues Tego: “He made me realise: ‘this is
what | want to do. | want to express myself. |

know but | see thousands of young people at ou
r' shows singing songs that were written and

_recorded years before they were born. | guess
“the lyrics continue to be representative not just
.of Latin American barrios but of urban realities
-worldwide”

“Can;music really change things? What
advice would you give to young artists who
seek this?” | ask:

“Sure music can create change. Mercedes Sosa,
Victor Jara, Ali Primera, Caetano Veloso, Violeta
Parra...all their countries ended up having Leftist
governments, you don’t think they played a role?
And yes there are some artists doing this now,
Residente springs to mind. What advice would |
give? Write the-truth as you understand it to be
and, more importantly, embrace the Greek prin-
ciple of Parrehsia as an artistic model. That is,
the obligation to speak the truth for the common
good even at personal risk.”

From Rebel-Rousmg to Politics

......

Trué to Masucms fears, Rubén Blades began

playing out. his own discourse of the downtrod-

den man as he became more and more out-
spoken ‘about the exploitation he witnessed at
Fania. “There are no two ways about it,” Blades
said at the .time, “Jerry created opportun|t|es
for Salsa, artists, but he ended up keeping their

~money. Every time one of them died, we had to

pass the hat around to try to see how we could
bury this person.”

reflects the failure of the leaders,
not-a failure of the Left’s values.”

Today Blades says it still upsets him: “we were

exploited by labels who did not pay us what was

ours and did not respect our work. I’'m probably
-the only one at Fania who got something back,

because | sued them, and | got my music, my:
publishing rights. But to this day, Iabels continue'
{0 own our masters, even. after we’ve paid for-

R | Ruben Blades will be headlining the "
After leaving Fama and goang on to have enor-'

them with our royaltles

mous success .Blades decided - to enter poh-

" and managed to get 15%. of the vote, and

sults, it 'has to be said. One can debate the

- the characters in his songs, he too has his

Blades seems keenly aware of his influence: “I'm -

‘not™ played on the radio, | haven’t had a hit for .-
years,” he confesses. “But my songs still inspire -
-people and find new audiences. Why? | don’t
‘views, rather uncomfortably talking about the

“ernments. The failure of Leftist

~ If you were to write a sequel to Buscando

‘ - “l would repeat the titte. ‘We have not found
*The failure of Leftist governments
. songs | wrote back then ’

Older "and chubbler Blades’ rebel sp|nt3
“‘hasn’t waned, as one recent Spanish-inter=:
‘viewer learned when he referred to him as
‘the Bruce Springsteen of South America..“|-
' think what you mean..

of North America.” What other answerwould ‘
-~ you eXpect from The People S Latmo

.....
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tlcs for real He ran for pres:dent of Panama

has dabbled in film (resulting in an astound--
ing thirty seven movies) with rather mixed re-

success of Blades’ diversions. Like many of

contradictions, his ego, his flaws. Finally he
went from outsider to the inner sanctums
of government when he became Panama’s
Minister of Tourism. You can see him in inter-

secunty tourists will find in Panama.

Have age and the experience of working
in government changed your politics?

“I came out of the experience a less selfish
person than when | went in. | discovered. that
positive social change can be introduced
through government action and that people
respond when there is a credible voice and
project. It renewed my optimism in changing
the world for the better. We can do it provided
we stop actmg like fingers and instead be-
come hands.”

| suggest that the Left had its chance
in- Latin America and nothing much
changed .he disagrees:

“Actually it’s only the Left that has gwen us
the. minimum wage, free education, work-"
ers.rights, paid vacatlons These beneflts.
have never been given by Right-wing gov-
overnments
reflects the failure of their leaders, .not the
failure of the Left's values. Corruption. is
not limited to the Right; it's a human failing.:
Does the pederasty among prlests mean ‘that
Christ was wrong?” : .

America, what would the title be and what
would it say?

the real America yet: the one that it can and
needs to be. And | still value the ideals. of thef

” Blades replied,”...is
that Bruce Sprlngsteen is the Rubén Blades

12‘Ist wwwtheo2 co. uk

Hola London Festival at the 02 on July .
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