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SPeaKing a new pop Langouage

SITTING IN THE sparsely furnished living room of his

recently acquired home in Hancock Park, one of Los

Angeles’ most elegant residential neighborhoods,

Ruben Blades talks eloquently about the inherent

risks in the making of Mundo (Sony Discos/
Columbia), an album that finds the former sal-
sero creating a bewitching fusion of Latin,
African and Celtic musical styles, the ultimate
aural homage to mankind’s cultural oneness
“From the beginning, | was very aware of
the risks involved in this kind of project,” says
Blades in Spanish heavily inflected with his

thick Panamanian accent. “

This could easily

have become an experiment that was totally
insincere. People could have said [and here
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Blades the Actor takes on
a hilariously whiny tone,
‘Here's this guy trying to
show us that we can all
live together like herman-
itos y hermanitas [broth-
ers and sisters]." Nobody
would appreciate some-
thing like that. Not the
instruments from foreign
lands that were used on
the album, not the musi-
cians who performed
them, nobody. They'd say
that I'm hypocrite and a
[expletive] liar.”

Blades' commitment
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to his own honesty of expression isn't new. In
the late '70s, he was the first artist to combine
the effortiess danceability of New York's hard-
core salsa scene with a sociopolitical message
that exalted accountability and justice as
required virtues for a better tomorrow. Aided by
producer and trombonist Willie Colon, he re-
corded such seminal albums as 1978's Siem-
bra, which, propelled by the anthemic single
“Pedro Navaja,” stood until recently as the
best-selling album in the history of salsa.
Since then, Blades has continued his never-
ending quest for the future of Latin music. During
the '80s he recorded a string of progressive salsa

| albums with Seis del Solar, a sextet of virtuoso

session players. He also studied law, developed
a successful career as a Hollywood actor and
even retumed to his native Panama for a brief
stint as presidential candidate.

Through it all, music continued to be his
biggest passion. In the late '90s, tired of the
schematic formulas of tropical music, he began
searching for a new language, one closer to the
kind of subtle, world beat-friendly pop favored
by such artists as Peter Gabriel and Sting.

{ ally tame com
relentiess swing
material
Now, Blades’ persever-
1 ance has finally paid off. On
Mundo, he has struck a per
fect balance between the
spice of his classic stuff and
the more meditative nature of

Although critically praised, albums such as |

1996's La Rosa de los Vientos and 1999's
Tiempos failed to generate strong sales. Truth

be told, they soun

his recent output

“The first thing | said to
my current band [Costa Rica's
New Age ensemble Editus]
when we started working on
this project was that it need-
ed to be a visceral experi-
ence,” recalls Blades. “So we
actually spent a couple of
years listening to music. While
on tour in Europe or Latin
America, we'd go raid the
local record stores and hold listening sessions
at the hotel. Everyone was invited to bring
whatever he wanted us to hear. It was like
being a bunch of 15-year-olds working on a
school project.”

This process of extensive research is
reflected on Mundo and its flawless blend of
disparate styles. By mixing Afro-Cuban conga
patterns with violins and bagpipes, and cover-
ing tunes by jazz guitarist Pat Metheny (“The
First Circle”), tropicalia master Gilberto Gil
(“Consideracion”), plus traditional songs from
Ireland (“Danny Boy") and Mali (“Jiri Son Bali"),
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| the singer has single-handedly demolished



Ruben Blades has yet to
fulfill his dream to appear
on an episode of Cribs.




