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Ruben Blades is no exotic. He
is a composer, musician,

writer and politician. He’s got
a vision, and it's catching on

Enrique Fernandez

In 1970 Pete Rodriguer made a :pujal aib::l that in-
a

e NS

ing tone, which Lalso recognize: it's the voice of the Latin

American street,
It is the first time | have heard Ruben perform. Before
ing him a few months ago | knew him only from his

ew singer who — a I
M!ﬂ‘;ﬂafﬂ the world of salsa — was the composer of
his entire repertoire. The record was titled From Panama
1o New York, Petc Rodriguez Introduces Ruben Blades,
and an the cover, Rodriguez's band, riding one of those
convertibles so common 10 the album covers of that
period. picked up on the road a blond adolescent whase
played the unbearable rock of underdevelopment. The
bay, however, did not di rock bui salia . . .

Cesar Miguel Rondon, El libro de la salsa

“Cuidado, que ahi viene Reagan!"' "“Waich our,
Reagan’s coming."’

records and from his reputation as a salsa rebel and non-
conformist. Since then | had heard him sing in his home,
in a bus, even in a college avditorium, as he sang alone,
unself-consciously, with the salsa soundtracks of a
Brazilian movie festival. But never, until pow, had [
heard him perform maracas with Willie Colon’s first-mate
salsa band.

1 had first gone to his apartmen (o interview him for a
picce on the salsa scene because T knew he could be
counted upon Lo be outspoken, Severnl hours Inter, | had
been exposed o what one of his friends called "n Ruben
one-man show.'"

To begin with, his background was unusual. This

I was a Pa ian, His maternal grandfather wils
from New Orleans, his grandmother from Spain. They
met in Cuba where their dapghter would become g Planist
and singer. On tour she maried 3 Panamanian

The club is jampacked. Gmi&g in. m?n't easy.
({ImEnriguezFer jezfromSoh s range-
mentswiththeownerintheguestli nightourphatog-

herisalreadyinsidethi ith .

cladi 3 yeah Im-
theladiesareourdates: Oh, , see the guy ug
EnriqueFer dezf N +a s Word

= few dayy before the Reagan inaugurtion —
uﬂéﬁ;uﬁmwhdm;awfg
Mﬂ“dhﬁww‘%n{w:‘:uhzm

bers, he p Iy exy the
sung. And he makes soft-spoken pleas for Latin voter re-
gistration.
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percussionist of West Indian and Colombian background,

Ruben's paternal grandmother, o Latin American sul-

» Writer and artist, was an eccen tri¢ who pacticed

yoga, vegetarianism and spinitualism and who taught her

favorite grandson the Importance of art, education, social
Justice and personal independence.

It mﬂwmmermmthunmmmum music
was only one of Ruben's interests. He wrote goox! fiction
and journalism. He wus working on the Mage adoption of
his latest recording cffort, Maesrna Vida, a two-album

recognize the gentle, careful g 8. the p :
mL lummﬁl:mmuilhm_emoimuyn
American intellectusl. Out of place in a salsa club, I'm
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thinking, when suddenly the voice changes (o a funky jiv-

| saga about life in urban Latin America, He had
film projects. He had political Projecis. He way i
whuhermu}'uummknnphkahumlow:iu
law, in which he had been trained. Furthermore,

B GOLDEN BOY =

fessed that cultural presumption | admire in Latia
Americans: the belief that the world's cullural patrimony
15 0ur hope

And, of course he was a fine singer, a wlented musi
can, charming, polite, handsome, friendly, downto-
carth. (Anything wrong with him? the reader asks: Why,
Yes, o surprisingly provincul taste in food.) Now, as |
watch him perform for the first time, working the crowd
through his music und through an unaffected, ditinctly
nonamogant charm, I begin to see Ruben us the potential
forger, in the smithy of time, of the unformed consclons-
ness of his race,

More than salsa’s golden boy
-

“let’s face it," sayy a Latin DI, *Ruben's poputsnty,
particularly with women, is due 10 the fact that he's a cute
white boy.*' True. When Latin N Y, magarine put Ruben

other wonds, society 1 the black musician an intangi-
ble quality, soyl, &!aﬂnw ihhokds the i d of
financial success, u reward reserved for the white mus:
Clan, who, poor dear, wil) never have any soul

lronically, (he ""blond adolescent™ who in 1970 climbed
_ the salva convertible was white only by dispost-
Hon of that capricious god of the Caribbean, blind chance.
Given his parentge, & different roll of the genetic dwe
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could have made Ruben black, or at beast " Mack  in the
eves of soaety, and the umsold (opwes
we woudd pow Be crowding the magarme « Pas Aven
South vioreroom

Ibis Latia N )

Rubea v whate books woalkd bhe an enguaalifed Newong
o s career ff b amistan wiere merels T N
dog Ruben i ambstrog v ou Pecome sabva + thm
g siar by bemg lasd back He could even become, o
wmerne todd me refermmg o the top selling Spanmh
tadledoey amother  Jul hghes H bt
however, go far heyond o PYLEA a A LT
endeavors # helpt 1o b 7 a Cote whate by

To unslersiand why, #'y best 1o comsult & sacred ey

e script for Resaadhy' Novikeme Mom A mosr spoaili
that the Fremch protagoant's Japancse hiver fook dress
andd ot Wentern Tha detuil v a master stroke It puaran
s the absence of the rrote. that realm where worus
mnd raczal exuphoutar When the bracial lovers 1n
the filn embrace they do o as hatoncal, st mythuc . be
. bedding good nddance 1o the oppressn e charmouno
prageciad by Othello and Dosdemona's gnel  Hiroahimg
Ao A mowr s oo Shogen
In Bagusnstic terms, racaal differences sigmefy, and this,
B an ot deast, can be a curse. a barmet between the spec
mtor and the thing ascll, Thes we have the odeous
categorses of biack literature and Latn muac, hat — and
bere™s the rub — no white iterature or Anglo musac The
Iattey e allowed to exist as unqualified litcrature and
o, the thang itself. Ant |
Fanay, youdon't look Laun
.
Fumay, you don’t dress Lann
“DNd you see the way Ruben dressed for the Ochentas |
2" He docs that on purpose toshow his scom fora place |
that i rying 10 upgrade things by enforcing a sinct dress
code. Most of the time be looks like a siob. ™ !
The speaker is onc of the many pon-Latins who work in
the salss indussry. | try to fathom the meaning of this
crmicism. 1 was there that nught and | make an effor o re-
member what Reben was weanng Let's sec — sure —
, knit shert, all of it in the soft
er West Side, where

v meet

attire. not Ruben's GO<over cauml flair,
o Imaditionally . Canbbean peoples. like evervone else,
‘Bave womn the ciothes most esthetcally saited o thew en-
viroament. The sebile shadings and texture of Hams
Tweed. which stands =p so well in the soft focus of the
British lsles, would dissppear under a blazing Canbbean
sun, as would the wearer, who would simply melt. Con-
versely, the shmy <iks and colored cottons that look so
mght under thai tropical sun appear garnsh in the gray hght
Hlumipatcs whan spaces o the temperiie 2onec.

Rubwn p Mprovinang again, ending with
f y proople W e Wk Bt a A
i La \ e Bodis ar dreamit of Here 1h
nge alis 1 bt the band 1o take off,. bul mist wiih ik
viml v ather with the tithe of the album aml the kst
g “acmbant oL, enhortabvion IRYEAL o0 S
merxy i the future of all Latin Americn. And, while 1

hand drives the rhyihm aml the daners 1o a frenied

ale. Ruben begins a rollcall of Latm Ametica caninines

Mexwn!
Presente
Cuba'

My

TNl

m froal of a3 dancing, fist
amywening crowd, one can believe the
most Utopan siogan of the first years of the Cuban re
hnking politics  axd Revolucion v

Heanng him sing it Nve,

muang, preivade

voluton, LTTLY

Pachanga’ One of the last countnes called, just ax the

|

| |~ 1 ) b > .I\It_:- g
explosions, the magical
alism, the liberated power
t the imagination. The rest is

volume fades. usually causes a particular confasion:
“Preseate!™

The walk wptown along Sixth Avenue holds (i
pleasure. for me, al (he end. where | come upon the trio of
Latin Amencan Liberators on Contral Park South. San

steads, while my compatriot, Jose Marti, whose central
0w
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| gistratien meus hme Fearing that cub owmers” relsctance

| performances

= bevausc. 1o ansvwer the last obsection, he really s vewere

-
% Thecritic who saw the rocker in Ruben
mmn:wﬂnwmh 3L i

While bosth ¢ ubas ol hem as an ideclogue | predes o
haint as 4 pified mean of betiers, & maaier Crafivmes of

sguage whio sucoumbed w0 the grewt Lalin Aiervan

mpration the (emptation W make hiviory 1w s

v it hat felled the sl whih, having
desctibed that irveasntible fivoe [ v ln 8 uen ah
statyes o hervw prung W bl LT Fars mivee
himsell a heog

.
he heroes have sedl Ruben Wiades  leaily, his

songs Al the st poditical in salvy Bt muss sk whiowy
ol bemng aboul change  commuEment musi enieml pasd
songs and performamogs Ruben has wndsl by s ileged
staniding amd relative invilperaiuhity in the salsa industry
o peodnote LIMA (Laton Mtasiy Munk Awsn ), am o
panization that, alihotgh it (s por prex mely & union, doas
perform some symdionlist fundibons He has boen bk i
paolfit Do s

for wusys 0 eximcl some sl
perfoimances

He attempted this at the Ochentas gag this winter with
the help of Herman Radillo, Ruben planned 1o make voter
registeation avalabie at the club. The claly owners wore
not o keen on the wlea, bui Badillo and Blades

lawyers buth, aftes all — peraaded them 1o allivw the re

may still prevail, Ruben now has plans o give a voler re
gistiation  concert clsowhere, perhaps at 4 oollege
Another plan, yet to be tied, will call for the crestion of
wholarihip funds ax pant of s payment fow foreign

Ruben's politics is that of a nondos trinaire (rogressive
‘I your ideas are progressivethey 1l sccuse youl of being
acommaning, e sings, taking advantage of the rhyming
progresisia and comanivia. But in the narmow wawld of
salsa, an artmt whe embasces any political commiment
o matter how moderate, can be sween an o dangemons
radical

Noone, of course, will openly come out in opposition
w Ruben's polits. Aler all, wha could e agnmst vol
ng, education, Laun uniy? But the covert obpecinm are
that, one, they Will hurt his caeer, twao, thal politics has
o place in entertamment, three, that paditecs i ool i
and, four, that Ruben ix not siivcere

The answer to the first objection s obwious. his polities
has not hurt him within the politically claustophobic

et TH :
Ruben's cave. his politics is 00t hip, he has no Syt
for the devil, hasn't named an album aher s Latin
Amencan revolutionary group. Wt this will masiver lintle

at least had beon one at the beginning of
careet. Here was u musician who was bringing 1o salss the
progressive, conmopolitan, sibied cuthook of the rock

:M?vdhn;m this Aparit has b often hesd s the -

mm;-mmmm&-wx.
whe goos by that namse (* Navagm ™ moans
astreetwialker. 1 the charmcten sound tumilias, vo
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sntteieed from poeviows pag Maestra Vida s Mawed. The faw lies in what one Latin

many of us lenrn thit we are o

initered only after arriy and jazz wficionadd calls (he overproduction syn
ME W these shores, We e simply ourselves, And | Udrome," an excessive altention 1o orchestr stion and full
lthough we may sl have 1o define ourselves In e r||; vol | mess. Butat the heart of Muestra Vida are
he People we are not, tho e Others ive in another ol ceptions: the vision of one Lutin Americas o
ry. An American | ain calls the Other “*white 1 term ind one Latin Ameri g, the progr tand on
:»uumu'.l rom Amencan blicks and f 1o of the need | Social and sexual po the presentation of silsa n
|‘-||.'.."im'.l.'.” \“ -rll:::l:n.'h['.m-\ : _-|.|. Amencan may call himsell total spectacle, not just dance music: the production of an
RO T americano '"t \l-..ll;n the Other yangui,"* | integruted piece, notjust a collection of swinging tunes
La Raza Iy . o e Spanish term for race | To be sure, Ruben is not the first 1o try. These have
a0 A8 nothing to do with skin color, and ever. | been salsa operas and salsa suites, there has been

Yihing to do with ¢ wltire language and alleginnce
Second, Ruben was borm into those Oplimistic genern
Hons Into which you, dear reader, were possibly |I»:u
bom, 11 in the Anglo-American world these gener u.-
have picked op Afro-American  blues in s ‘mllla'm
manifestation and  wedded W o the esthetics I;':':
technologies of Pop modemism, thei mnlmnlmr:mo:- |:1

Movement is politically committed and musically ex
periment
and commercially

Siles have not been stupendous, But, ns music critic
Tony Sabournin points out. Maestra Vida is a work
whose suecess will anly be apparent years from now, In

the Latin American world have picked Afro-Latin sounds | Cther words, Maestea Vida is not an instant hit, but a
n their urban manifestation (valsn) and, divine alchemy slowly simmering classic. It is important to reserve judg-
have tirmed salsa into what? Count Julian’s invasion. | Ment uniil the stage version, now in preproduction, is re-

Macho Camacho's Beat,
pachanga! Siembra!

alized, New York Latins have been wailing to make their
mark on the New York musical stage. Maestra Vida has
more than a fighting chance 1o do it. Ruben is determined
todo it night, Nothing plastico, now.

Bolivar's dream, revolucion v

The project has been oullined by the new Spani
Ml_lem-an novel, That, u decade or sn!:ugn. A grncli:m”::
wiiters could tum the near ly forgotien formulas of literary
mnqernllsm into the most vital, engaging and demanding
fiction since himsell projected the inner life of Dublin on-
1o the wide sereen of the cosmos, is o iribute 1o the
energies that lie seething in the Spanish New World, The
! with fiction is that my man on the corner
(" pasame el tabaco, o' ") has never heard of Gabriel
_Gm.-h Marquez, and why should he? My Anglo men rid-
g the elevator up to the corporate world haven't heard
of Donald Barthelme, either; if anything, it's the Colom-
biin they know about and have even read.
But salsa, my man does know (" Vaya). And the
artist who is singing has read Garcia Miurquez, and — this
ng my man has no way of knowing — even
writes fiction, which were it not 5o derivative of the
Colombian would be first rute (take heart, Ruben, even
Gabo had to wrestle with Faulkner's ghost before he
'e.ould mlal::l] T'l-lc iws' the verbal explosions, the
magical ism,"" the liberated power of the i ina-
ton, all flow in ( Cona, i ol 1
restis consciousness,

esta heavy ese numeritol). The
& conciencia. Which in Spanish means both con-
and conscience, as well as political awareness,

Andy F

BLADES:
" A DISCOGRAPHY

Concientizar means 10 muke oneself or another politically | [1%69— A Las Seis by Los Salvajes del Ritmo (Discos
conscious, Istmenos Panama)
e 1970 — De Panama a Nueva York by Pete Rodriguez
. (Allegre),

1975 — The Good, the Bad and the Ugly by Willi
(Fania).
1976 — Fas

dawn of i ) o M Willie Colon and Ruben

~— Salsa Suite by Larry Cario (Fania).

1978 — Spanish Feverby the Fania All-Stars (Fania).
1979 — Siemdra by Willic Colon and Ruben Blades
(Fania),

1979 — Crossoverby Fania All-Stars ( Fania).

1980 — Commitmant by Fania All-Stars { Fania)

1981 — Maesira Vida: Primera Parte by Ruben Blades
Fania).

5981 ~— Maestra Vida: Seconda Parte by Ruben Blades

Imagine & barrio that stretches from the South Bronx to
Tierra del Fuego, Imagine a music that binds that barrio
together. Imagine the author and performer of that music,
Hold that for a while,

1974— Barrerio by Ray Barretto (Fania)
e Colon
¥

"t Wi

«d Work, or, in their language, Poetry.

Tma that their work is so powerful that it gives con-

sciousness 1o the tribe, it makes the many, One; and thst

One, grateful for its constitution, returns the favor by

naming all the poets one poet, all the bards, Homer.
Zippan to the recen l_.p:’l“.

; neither hlasphemous nor

politicized salsa, and the Latin American New Song |

al, But he may be the first o succeed nrtistically

his assessment of their power | |(Fania),

V Amenicans, perhaps il
tin measure of financial indepen
since he never took that first step, he has not fel
| tograduate from hallucinogens to mysticism
In the salsa world, benignly neglected by the dharma
mongers, the only religious impulse that has taken hold

has been sanreria, the Yoruba-based Afro-Cubuan religion
%0 powerful in the Latin population. Sunteria, may the
arishas be praised, is, m many way \, an excmplary re
ligion, for it does not teach otherwordliness: instead it
projects spiritual values 1o the material world, which,
ruled as it is by the deities, is sacred

Ruben’s world view, or at least the one he projects
through his songs, is far from such mysticiam. It reflects,
Instead, a secular, progressive perspective that has long
been common to the intellectual and political vanguards
of Latin America, The daminant noje is skepticism, and
skepticism is a shield aghiast facile spiritualisms and
ideologies. e

The writer: "Il 1 were' politically committed o an
ideological line, I would be after you to convince you of
the correctness of that line, so you would use your
privileged position to communicate jt.*

Ruben: *“Oh, I've been approached to do rthat, but |
can’t. There are too many contradictions. The people
who think it's OK for me to go to Cuba don’t think it's so
great for me to go to Chile, and the ones who think it’s
fine if 1 go to Chile, would criticize my going to Cuba
Since I'm in the middle, my only weapon is (o tell the
truth."*

And the truth for Ruben Blades is that there must be
changes. If is in the nature of things:

Today for you, tomorrow for me,
(Chorus of Cipriano Armenteros)
Life the Teacher, comrade,

gives and takes away,

Takes away and gives.

(Chorus of Maestra Vida)

Life is full of surprises,

surprises is what life is full of,

Oh God!
(Chorus ol Pedro Navafja)

'\I
i
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On the album covers of Maestra Vida Ruben asked the
listeners to send their comments. A mountain of mail ig
piling up in his apartment; he asks me to pick two letters
at random. "You see,” he says after I read them,
“‘they’re not fan letters, they don’t say ‘Ob, pag
to make it with you_ " They're letters
| And that they are — letters of solidarity, the best proof
that the Latin public wants experiment, and intelligence,

Ruben is in touch with the longings of the Latin
American audience. He knows, for example, that he is
creating for a public that has not abandoned certain tradi-

tional values, salicnt among them, mantc
romantic ballad is the biggest selling genre in the Latin
music market: the biggest artists, like Jose Iglesias and

Jose Luis Rodnquez, are romantic balladeers. And
although Ruben's crooning is far from the easy-lislening
genre, he is & romantic singer, capable of writing and
performing love songs of such poignancy that only the
hardhearted can hear them and not feel the urge to go fall
terribly, hopelessly, ecstutically in love.

L5 ww - v I. !
e Age fm O tempora, ¢ mores. But the truth is
Mn:;;m ‘Homer, not & tmdition posthumously

One time, about three or four vears ago, Willie Colon
MMM v h“- can lh‘lﬂ_ @ M ¥ share of all
nity. ¢ m L .an.

¢ e 1o the Madison Square 10 do our
:::n:ri c:::: Jor a concert when someone introduced us fo
the “special effects " man. | thought, is this a concert ora
George Lucas movie? The guy shows ux this cannon and
telfs us that we should go inside the cannon and then
there'd be an exploxion while someone says something re-
ally ingenious like "“The Salva Explosion!” and we'd
come out of the cannon. Now, the guy was terribly en-
hiesiastic about the cannon, but we told him, *'Sir, we've
never been inside a cannon we haven't the slightest
interest in being fired from that cannon tonight. " This
caused the guy to look very worried and he called the pro-
maters, who tried 1o explain to us the beauty and the
“‘showbiz impact’ of our coming out of the cannon, [ told
him we were musicians, not clowns. and thar night we
were the only ones who did not come out of a cannon or
were suspended from the ceiing or anything like that. It
was flike a circus.

. Video cassettes of |
Satellite coverage of Ulysses” travels.

“Going 1o see Ruben is an experience you have 1o be
y for,"" says Leon lchuso, **for you don’t only visit
. but il his charscters and all his fantasies " After a
visits, it is obﬁuj'whvmmw:d?w.m
beer, which, 1'm told, he used to down like water to
the alightest effect. His imagination is so fertile that
‘chemical change would be either an overdose or in-
. 'wkmpnnﬂ:!ik:hinbﬁe:nyhmd.

But the next move for Ruben will have o be to step
#cross the “ethnic” barrier, to reach an international,
multilingual audience. To do so, he plans to sing in other
languages and 1o change both his music and his presenta-
tion.

The changes in format will include closer attention 1o
the presentation of shows — bolder, more mtelligent use
of choreography, lighting, costumes — and the formation
of u new musical team, smaller, more flexible and more
versatile than a traditional salsa band.

How the music will change is still & mystery. Some
have pointed out that musical composition is Ruben's

weakest pomi, that he has paid too much attention to his
message and not enough 10 his form. Nonetheless, the
time Is ripe for o break from the old Cuban models of
salsa. Latin Amenca is i i b ing a single
cullure, and salsa has 10 open itsell up 1o the other
powerful currents of that continent if it is to survive.

But music, as the namator of Maestra Vida says, “ix
only a pretext.”” |

Leon Ichaso: That wus onc of the things that was |
beautiful about John Lennon, that be was the only misi- !
cian you knew who was intelligent, sophisticated; he
could offer you things, not just music. I_!cwmldmme
around with a signal, and you'd pick # up and sy, |
“Thank you. John; you're nght there, man.™ And that
was nice that he had come back just now, because he was :
going 1o be around for a while. he had solved hey whole |
. He was at peace. Ruben is not at peace. Ruben

.

E

Harvard-educated theologian from Montana, whom

probiem
boiling.



