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Hispanics bring to U.S. pop culture |
new sounds, new images, new vitality

twasz 7°" Lpportunity for the South Florida

audience. The hometown crowd was about to

hear the musical group that carries the city’s

name aronnd the world Miami Sound Machine,
which plays more often in Europe, Latin America
andotherpartsotﬂicUnitedStahesthnnathome.
emerged on stage to the enthusiastic roar of fans
of all ages and ethnic backgrounds.

Miami-based freelance writer Polita C. Gordon
spwhﬁzw_in'themmﬂmdturalaspeasojnmsic
and fim.

As the group broke into their hit single, "Conga,”
spectators leaped from their seats to dance In
Miami's Cuban community, Miami Sound Machine
generates a special feeling, for here are Cuban
American musicians who have achieved recogni-
tion in the pop music world with a Latin sound, no
smnall feat in the reign of rock'n’roll

While Latin artists have been on the American
cultural scene for decades, the growth of the Uni-
ted States” Hispanic population from 4 million to
17 million between 1950 and 1985 has usheredina

new era,
Young Hispanic performers such as MSM have.
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been exposed to Anglo pop culture from an early
age. The result has been the emergence of bilin-
gual and bicultural Hispanic American artists who
are crossing over rapidly into the world of main-
stream entertainment. Performers like Puerto Ri-
co's Willie Col6n, California’s Los Lobos and Pana-
manian Rubén Blades—once heard only by Latino
audiences — are beginning to draw capacity
crowds of Anglos as well as Hispanics into concert
halls across the country

MSM has long been appreciated by Latin Ameri-
cans and Hispanic Americans but only more re-
cently by Anglo Americans. it took the catchy

dorp

S e I



by

strains of “Conga” to skyracket them into the lofty
heights of Billboard Magazine's Top 100.

Since 1980, MSM has beea on the Discos CBS
label, the Spanish-language division of CBS In-
temational But recently the group began distrib-
uting its albums through Epic Records, a con-
scious effort to reach both the English and the
Spanish-language markets.

Similarly, recordings of Los Lobos; marketed by
Wamner Bros. Records under the Slash label, ap-
peal to a broad public. Their “How Will the Wolf
Survive?” was placed among the tap three albums
of 1984 by The New York Times, The Los Angeles
Times and Rolling Stone

“I grew up in the States so all my studies were in
English,” explains singer Gloria Estefan, who
leads MSM with her husband Emilio. “I know
Spanish perfectly but I think in English; it's my
main language. I don't think we have to be just a
Latin group: we are a bilingual group. We've had
heavy influences from both the Cuban and the
American sides, and when we write a song we
don't say ‘Let’s make it sound Latin or American.’
We say, ‘What would make it sound best?™

MSM’s American success came via Latin

One of the most powerful forces
of popular American culture is
the entertainment industry.
Hispanic artists are making
their mark as the industry
recognizes their creativity in
the blending of cultures.

America and Europe with the song “Dr Beat”
Their seventh LP in Spanish included “Dr Beat”
and another English-lyric song. In Europe, the al-
bum rose to third spot on all pop charts. Its
success allowed MSM to convince Discos CBS to
record an entire English-language album around
“Dr Beat”

For Gloria Estefan, the success of “Conga™ and
the media exposure that has surrounded it—such
as appearances on the CBS Moming News, Solid
Gold, American Bandstand and a made-for-televi-
sion movie—indicate a growing acceptance by the
American market of music forms that don't fit
traditional definitions. “I believe that the Ameri-

- can public has grown a lot musically in these past

few years,” she says.

In many ways, “Conga” is more Latin in rhythm
and style than much of MSM's other music, which
has leaned more toward the bolero and samba
sounds than the percussive, polyrhythmic ele-
ments of “Conga.”

“I'm happy that the first song that made it in the
American market was ‘Conga,” says Gloria, “be-
cause Latin people tell us that they're very proud
of us, that we're representing them and that we
didn’t give up our Latin roots.”

Many Hispanics in their 30's and 40’s were
either born in the U.S. or have spent more than
half their lives here. They have grown to move
comfortably in two worlds, that of their parents
and that of the United States with its particular
cultural tra;

One of the most powerful forces of popular
American culture is the entertainment industry
with its music, television and film products. It isin
this arena that Hispanic artists are making their

Los Lobos (from

left at top, Conrad Lozano, César Rosas, Steve Berlin,
mdnlgo):wmmumhaﬁomdmm.thq

folk music. Miami Sound Machine (from left, Emilio Estefan, Marcos Avila, Gloria Estefan and

mﬁmjz'mmuﬂuthey‘icvaypnudolu;thn'ehwn’gthmmddmn’t’

give up our Latin roots.”

mark, as the industry begins to recognize their
creativity in the blending of two cultures.

This process has been dubbed “crossover” indi-
cating that an artist from an ethnic minority has
achieved recognition and success in the main-
stream, Anglo-dominated market.

To achieve national awareness performers need
a product that is liked by the public at large. The
artists’ challenge lies in creating what the market
demands while sustaining a cultural identity.

However, crossover does not accurately describe
the interaction between market trends, taste and
the creative process. Artists do not conduct a
market survey before they are moved to write a
script or a song. Such creations are a merger of
their particular talents with the influences and
experiences in their lives.
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Lisandro Pérez, a Cuban-born sociologist at
Florida Intemational University. sees MSM as
pioneers of a trend.

“Miami Sound Machine is a product of a bi-
cultural environment,” he explains. “They can pro-
duce bicultural work because they grew up in this
country and are in a position to create music that
appeals to two cultural audiences.”

Awareness of the buying power of the growing
Hispanic market has led corporations and adver-
tisers to support entertainment .aimed at that
market

In turn, this support provides important expo-
sure for the artists, whether it's Miller Beer spon-
soring a five-city tour by Willie Col6n and Rubén
Blades or Budweiser Beer signing Los Lobos to
record English and Spanish-language commer-




WhatIs It?
At times, thebandevokas the Tito Puente

- sound, tropical andoareﬁ'ee at others, Pink .
Floyds dark chords roll from the deepest regis-
ters of synthestzers The singers can shout
with the brazenness of The Vil illage People or
croon Beatle—esque ballads against soft instru-
‘mental backgrounds

With ease, the musicians switch from a
thumping disco beat to a youthﬁu rock tune
redolen!oftheBee—Gees then leap into the.
= “rap" music of Harlem in the 80'.

: ﬂwtxsonlyasamplingojtheversatdltyoj
Miami Sound Machine, the group that best rep-
resents the new East Coast sound. V@rsatd.lty
_is their greatest asset and one that, in effect,
typifies the ‘crossover phenomenon

Whether the tunes are played in the quirky,
neurotic. rhythms of Herbie Hancock or.in the
driving puLse of Qu.m.cy Jones, the underlying
feeling is unmistakeably Caribbean. The musi-
‘cians acknowledge Anglo influences but do
-not mimic them. Their approach to the music
is' Hlspamc

Los Lobos—“@st Coast exponents of "cross-
“ over”— carry their exploration even, further
into the recesses of time, but their music:
should not be dlsmussed as simple nostalgia.
Mustc:ansth ts the key. as the quintet su-

Chuck Berry ona Southern Baphst revwal

tuosity, the Les Paul sound of the 50's.

tune. Another rock tune bounces breezlly on
the rhythm and harmoni&s of "La Bamba.

_Though rock music is clearly Los Lobos'fa-

vorite—they give the Chubby Checker style a
new lease on. ly'e—theu‘ intelligent handlmg of
instruments. extends their musical 1 range to
unexpected regions. David Hl.d.algo revives the
art of accordion playing, cleverly camouflag-
ing an Irish reel 1ns1de a country-Western
stomper. -

And electric guitars are unleashed in a cas-
cade of notes that matches, in style and vir-

When it comes to their roots Los Lobos are,
in a word, authentic: Their voices pitched high
in the manner of mariachis. they strum their
way through Mexican corridos (their own, not
the old standards): with irrepressible cheer.

It would be unfair to say that “crossover”
groups like Miami Sound Machine and Los Lo-
bos are imitators of earlier, established musi-
cians. They do not copy. They build on others’
styles and, by evoking the past in the context

of the present, they appeal to listeners of all
ages.

So it s with the ethnic content of their mu-
sic. The blending of jazz harmonies with
‘Caribbean  rhythms . creates a sound that is
neither Anglo nor Latino, yet it's both. Their
‘skilled technique and sensitive mustcumsfup
merges the best of both cultures.

—Renml’ém

cials (a first in the company’s history).

Los Lobos—Mexican Americans David Hidalgo,
Conrad Lozano, César. Rosas, Louie Pérez and a
Philadelphian, Steve Berlin— offer a special blend
of rock'n'roll, rhythm-and-blues and traditional
Chicano rancheras. Their musical formula has
won them the distinction of bemg the only His-
panic group to have an album in Billboard's Top
100 in the pop music category for 1985.

Original band members Hidalgo, Lozano, Rosas
and Pérez shared an East Los Angeles childhood.
In the early 1970's, they played Top 40 tunes for
local clubs, weddings and community gat.hermgs

Frustrated by the limitations of that music, they
began to explore the rich cultural heritage of Mexi-
can folk music, researching and learning tradi-
tional styles and instruments. Continuing to
evolve, the group then integrated elements of rock,
blues and soul into their sound.

The rest is history. After producing an album
independently.in 1978, they were signed by Slash
Records in 1983 and their album “How Will the
Wolf Survive?” became the biggest seller in Slash’s
operation. Its success brought the group three
tours through Europe, as well as trips to Japan
and Australia.

Los Lobos acknowledge the cultural influences
that make up their music and feel they. are carry-
ing on a tradition of musical fusion started in the
early days of rock'n'roll As individuals, they ap-
preciate the rewards of success but choose to live
modestly. in an East Los Angeles neighborhood
near their parents and families.

“The band is made up of real people, not just life
in the fast lane.” says Linda Clark, the group's
‘manager and a 16-year veteran of the music busi-
ness. “There is something in Los Lobos® music
that. touches a responsive chord in people's
hearts. It is honest, real American music and at

Hispanics in the artistic mainstream through
training and the creation of a talent bank.

Film director and producer Frank Zuiiiga of Los
Angeles, a founding member of HAMAS, sees the
organization as creating the same bridges that
groups like Miami Sound Machine, Los Lobos and
others have built

“I really applaud these groups. Los Lobos is a
wonderful phenomenon because its music is very
much a collage of the Chicano heritage. It takes
ranchera and then mixes in rock'n'roll, which is
the American part of it. They have managed to
blend the styles in a way that both cultures are
clearly identifi ed. HAMAS is trying to do just the
same.”

As advertisers have recognized the need for His-
Panic talent, Zuiiga believes that “soon the enter-
tainment industry is going to wake up to the same
realities and begin to make a product that reflects
our community while being intended for main-
stream consumption.”

Walking the tightrope between succeeding in
the powerful American mainstream and keeping a
sense of cultural identity is an art form in itself
The writing, producing and directing team of Ma-
nuel Arce and Le6n Ichasso work hard to maintain
that balance.

Their feature film efforts began in 1979 with El
Super, a highly acclaimed Spanish-language film
that provided a bittersweet glimpse into the ac-
culturation trauma of a.Cuban immigrant surviv-
ing in New York City as a building superintendent.

Frank Zuniga, film director and producer: The
entertainment industry must make a product
that reflects our community.

the same time universal.”

Groups like Los Lobos and Miami Sound Ma-
chine help to create a cycle of success by inspiring
other Hispanic artists to “make it” in the enter-
tainment industry.

According to NBC Television executive Jay Ro-
driguez, “There are more Hispanic artists attempt-
ing to do what needs to be done, to become profes-
sionals and dedicate themselves to their chosen
field, whether it be film, theater, television or mu-
sic. They see the success of others and are en-
couraged to try.”

Working to fuel that cycle, the Hispanic Acad-
emy of Media Arts and' Sciences (HAMAS) was
formed in Los Angeles last year At pmscnt ithasa
membership of over 350, with two new ¢

After 10 years of producing commercials, Arce
and Ichasso made El Super, which was distributed
with English subtitles in small art cinemas. It was
one of the first films that play like a foreign movie
yet actually describe a Hispanic American expe-
rienee.

More recently, their production of Crossover
Dreams with salsa singer Rubén Blades has
drawn the attention of the Anglo media from The
New York Times to Johnny Carson.

Crossover not only represents cinematic growth
for the filmmakers but its production in English
exposed their work to new and broader audiences.
Through the story of a Latin singer willing to aban-
don his culture, friends and barrio roots for fast
in the American pop music world, the film

being formed in New York and Washmgton. D.C.
HAMAS' goal is to increase the participation of
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dramatically communicates the’ delicacy needed
in balancing'two worids.
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Arce and Ichasso feel that artists
like themselves are very much a
part of the American culture: “We
are Cuban Americans but we have
been here for 25 years and weve
worked in an Anglo world. We do
have a Hispanic background but
when we produce we don't just
think of audience or the market...we
try for quality.” says Arce.

Crossover has provided the op-
portunity for new areas of artistic
exploration. Because of the film,
Ichasso was invited to direct an epi-
sode of the popular “Miami Vice™. As
Arce explains, “Crossover was itself
a crossover in that it was seen by
everyone in the film industry. It got a
great reception and it has opened
many doors.”

Certainly the reigning symbol of
the crossover trend is Rubén
Blades. A talented songwriter and
musician, Blades is also recognized
for his academic achievements —
which include a Master's degree in
Law from Harvard University —and
his political vision.

Pioneering the fusion of dance
music and social change, his use of
salsa lyrics to communicate a per-
spective on the state of human af-
fairs has brought a new dimension
to the art form.

In “Padre Antonio,” he sings
about Salvadoran death squads; in

“Searching for America” of Latin
American dictators. “News chang&s
constantly,” he says, “but the issues
remain forever on the album. The
songs themselves are not going to
change the world. but they tend to
educate.” Issue-oriented songs, he
says, “make an impact that TV and
newspapers can't really make."

Although Blades has not yet re-
corded in English, his records are
produced on the Elektra Asylum la-
bel, advertised in and reviewed by
English-language publications and
listened to by audiences who only
understand the words by reading
the translations on the album
jacket

This is not by chance. The Pana-
manian artist is dedicated to the
premise of cross-cultural com-
munication through his music and
prefers to think in terms of the con-
vergence of cultures rather than the
one-way Crossover.

The evolving popularity of Blades'
music rose spectacularly after the
release of Crossover Dreams. Now,
like his film character, Rudy Veloz,
Blades treads the line between two
cultures.

Entertainers and artists have al-
ways been the first to cross the
cultural gap created by language,
ethnicity and race.. While “cross-
over” means that Hispanic talent
will be recognized ior its ability to
create a special blend of Hispanic
and American art, cross-fertiliza-
tion will ensure the survival and
growth of both cultures. [V}

Don Taylor has a $100,600 policy. it
helps his wife, Sackie, and daughter.
Monica, to have the security they need
now. And hell have the “living benefits”
to help out when Monica s in college.

Life insurance that

Jay Jamison has a §125,000 policy. His
growing family’s got protection now. and

Jay is building “living benefits” to help

with a down payment on a larger home.

Phylis Barlow has a $50,000 palicy &r
insurance protection and to hedp assure
her a secure and independent retirement.

“The above examples arc simutations.

helps profect your

family and can pay you “living benefits.’

Have it both ways with Allstate Universal Life

If you think life insurance only comes with “death benefits,
then you haven't heard about Allstate Universal Life. It
helps protect your loved ones from financial burden if you
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benefits” can help you save for your children’s college
education, emergencies, a larger home, retirement, or
whatever you decide.

Plus, it can build these “living benefits” at currently
competitive interest rates that help keep pace with inflation.
Allstate Universal Life has great flexibility
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to meet your changing needs. It allows you to build more
cash savings, increase or decrease coverage, or decrease
or skip premiums, if you qualify and within limits.

See How Much More You Can Get Out of Life
...and Your Life Insurance.
Ask for all the facts on Allstate Universal Life. And
you'll get your own individual, computerized Cash Savings

‘Outlook, which shows you how this plan can help you

protect your family today and how the “living benefits”
can build for tomorrow.

With that peace of mind and cash savings, your only
question will be just how to use all the “living benefits”
from your Allstate Universal Life Plan.

Free Computerized Cash Savings Outiook

See your Alistate agoent, mail this coupon or call Alistate toll-free,

{Operator 855)
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O YES. Show me how Allstate Universal Life can provide security and living
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