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The controversy surrounding Ruben Blades and his new
album can make him our biggest star yet...

Ratson Mhackes s Sobs det Sobr

CANDO

BUSCANDO AMERICA — genlus at its best, or presumptuous garbage? The

vote Is still not in.

by Adela Lopez
he stylish intelligentsia of
Latin America, that socially

I conscious group of university-

educated favorite sons, has finally
opened a branch office in New
York — and Rubén Blades, star of
the Village Voice, the Daily News
and Time Magazine, s its first
president. The password for entry
into this elite group of learnad
Latino gentry is meaningful, as in
“meaningful” lyrics, relationships,
causes, protests, debates and the
like. Ho-hum

There was a time when the new
president related directly to “ia es-
quina,” a Rubenism for the man-in-
the-street, But the release of Blades’
latest LP. Buscando América has
marked the'end of this era. "La es-
quina” can no longer keep up

In defense of Mr. Blades, It must
be stated that Buscando is not a
sell-out, not a cop-out, and definitely
not a compromise product engl
neered for the mainstream palate. It
is merely a totally batfling piece of
music which neatly and successfully

divides Ruhén’s Latin fans into two
distinct camps — those who feel the
album raises Rubén into the realm
of genius, and those who, for lack of
better phrasing, feel the LP is a
plece of garbage.

At this point, | think it particularly
relevant to state that LNY's usually
feariess stable of critics and writers
refused to touch Buscando. Tony
Sabournin, onetime LNY LP critic
and currently doing PR for RCA
Records, feels the album |s a mas-
terplece, “by far the best product
Rubén has ever produced.” But he
declined to write the review,

Ivette Pifeiro, current reviewer,
also declined. But her motives were
different. She claimed Immunity on
the grounds of gross boredom, “The
album put me to sleep. | know |
won't be impartial.”

So what do we have here? A Latin
LP that's so extraordinary It de-
serves full page coverage in Time
Magazine, or a plece of presump-
tious mish-mash that fooled the
gringos but not the natives?

Fortunately, a detalled review of
the album is unnecessary. The Im:
portant Issue Is not 0 much the
content (trust me, Maestra Vida and
Siembra wera superior product), but
the waves It's making In the
American media. Suffice to say that
Buscando América flirts with a dif-
terent breed of music lover. That
becomes evident when one ex-
amines the arrangements (no brass
section), the bilingual lyrics, and the
overall Latin American (as opposed
to Newyorican) flavor. Which is not
to say that Rubén is deliberately
making a break with the barrio. On
the contrary, it appears he's trying to
court both worlds and, interestingly
enough, he may just succeed

At least Blades has proven that
American media attention is not
necessarily the kiss of death for
Latin artists Intent on maintaining
their sizeable Spanish followings.
It's the esquina that's vaciliating.
The man-in-the-street who has a
hard time liking something he can-
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Since no one was brave enough to review Buscando América.
editor Adela Lopez was pressed into service. After twelve feeble
attempts, she came up with this excuse disguised as a parody.

“Llego a mi casa. Cansada y sudando. Abro la puerta. Miro a mis
manos y miento mil veces la madre del super por no haberme dicho
Que acaba de pintar las paredes. Saco el nuevo disco de Rubén Blades
de mi cartera. Lo pongo encima de la mesa y salgo rumbo a la cocina.
Prendo la luz. Salen dos cucarachas del lado de la nevera Siempre
salen de ese lado de la nevera. Cada una tiene su jodido lado de 1a
nevera. Busco una lata de Raid y las mato. Me lavo las manos y las
Seco con una toalla que dice Hilton Hotel. Nunca he ido a Disney-
landia. Me faita dinero. Me faltan ganas. Voy pa'la sala. Ahi esta el
nuevo estereo que me compré mi mama. Pongo el disco de Rubén.
Mucho ruido. Poca salsa. Pero Rubén es muy amigo mio. Escucho. Me
cuesta lrabajo. Que tan amigo es Rubén? Me duele la cabeza. Me
duelen los ples. Tengo hambre. Estoy de mal humor, Quisiera
escuchar mas, pero no puedo. Me vence el suefo, varon.. "B
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not, or rather chooses not to relate
0. Las esquinas de Nueva York are
far more removed from the Latin
American reality. Conversely, the es-
Quinas of Latin America may be too
caught up in that very reality to want
10 hear about it in song. It's just so
much easier to zip open a can of
beer and tune out with El Gran Com-
bo

In the meantime, Rubén marches
on 10 the greener pastures of the
American intelligentsia. A wise
move. In those waters, a sell-out is
uniikely. (He's being compared to
Bob Dylan, not Charo.) As a side
benefit, he may get the chance to
kick the door open just wide enough
10 allow his Latin fans to live the
dream with him. Que viva e/
presidente!

Latin N.Y. invites readers to send
In their comments on Rubén's latest
LP. Buscando Améria, available
through Elekira Records. Next
month, we'll publish the most in-
teresting. W



OMETIME IN THE
mud- 1990s, when
he's about 45 yean
o, Ruben Blades
hopes w0 run for
presidemt of Pana-
ma. He might do u
sooner i be didnt
have other things o
do first, like con
solidating his posi-
tion as one of the
workd's most pope-
lar salsa sngers and
petting @ degree from the Harvard
Law School
Biades s o salsa today what
Bob Dylan was 10 folk music in the
o, or Wilie Nelson 0 country
music o the s He may not
always sell the most records, and he
may trigger debates about com
mercalsm and suthentiaty, bel no
one demses that his work hes very
pear the heart of & major musical
form
At & time when Jubo lghesias
and Menudo are making Hispan
music popular and even a it tren-
dv. Blades does it harder and bet
ter; instead of homogenized pop. he
retains he jaxz textures and Latin
rhythms of the mus's Afro-Cuban
roots, and reinforces them with
lyrics which move past the genre's
traditional “let's party” approach
into social protest and poctry
Blades' string of gold and plat
num albums, some o ded with

RUBEN BLADES

MAY BE THE WORLD'S

MOST POPULAR
SALSA SINGER.
HE'S CERTAINLY

THE ONLY ONE SEEKING

THE PRESIDENCY
OF PANAMA.

BY DAVID HERSHKOVITS

and the educated who lsten be-
cause i satiafies their Mierary sde
His appeal & brosder than among
those who normally would follow
saa He's good looking. » talented
songenitr o and  well-oducated, »

Willie Colon, goes back w0 1977,
and he's now planming perhaps his
most ambitious project an album
based on cight shornt stores of
Gabriel Garcia Margquez ("Ome
Hundred Years of Solitude™)

Al thes has  happened, of
course . largely within the Hispanx
market, and although it's estimated
there will be 40 malbon Hospanses o
the US by 190, amyone who
wants 10 be very big in the workd’s
biggest market mes o Over
cthnic and industry hines.  That,
therefore. » Blades' next step, and
no one's betting he won't do o

Enngue Fernander. Latin musx
edior of Billboard sums up Blades
ths way “Like Dylan, Lennon and
McCanney, who composed Inerary
pop mus that reached a large mas
of newly educsied people, Blades
has fam among emversty students
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dudn't soe them in the movies After
64, when we got our ass kcked, we
be_more mformed ”

"She was a very imeresting.
very special woman She was ob-
sewmed with culture She taught me
how to read (using |lhmstraed Com-
a) when | was 4 or 5. She was 2
vegetanan in days when people
weren't even dreamung sboul nutn-
tious values of food She was into
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Media
Mania

The Daily News printed this
feaiure article on Ruben in

its Sunday Magazine, July 22, 1984.




