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Orlando “Maraca” Valle (center),

Cuba’s Paganini of the flute. makes his Chicag

band at the SummerDance series in Grant Park.

13 years (starting at age 10) to the live
club experience he acquired plaving
in jazz bands such as Irakere and Cu
banismo.

In this rega
unique, sincs
Chucho Valdes to Gonzalo Rubalcaba
to Ernan Lopez-Nussa similarly have
brought conservatory-level training
to the populist traditions of Afro-Cu.
ban jazz

But Maraca parts company with
these stars because he champions
the flute, an instrument associated
with Cuba's charanga tradition but
otherwise often marginalized in Cu
ban music

American audiences may have
long since embraced the work of jazz
flutists such as Herbie Mann, James
Moody and . ewton, butin Cu
ba the flut lly plays second
fiddle to trumpet and saxaphone

And though Maraca is the first to
acknowledge his debt to ground
breaking Cuban flutists such as Ri-
chard Egues and Jose Fajardo, he has
made it his personal quest (o give the
flute its due in all facets of Cuban mu
sie.

To Maraca, there's no reason that
the flute can't grow beyond its role in
charanga and flourish in everything
from cutting-edge jazz to modern-day
rumba to Caribbean-tinged funk.

“My experience over the years has
given me the opportunity to work
with brilliant percussionists and
pianists and trumpeters, and these

rd, Maraca is har

experiences changed my approach to
flute,” says Maraca. speaking
through an interpreter. “1 began to
conceive that the flute can play the
role of the bata drum, if you want it
to. It can be  percussion instrument,
it can be aggressive. it can be many
things that listeners do 1

That much is clear from Maraca's
new CD “Descarga Total” (on the Ahj
na Music label). which bristles
with the spirit of experimentation
even as it builds on Cuban musical
tradition

if its forms are familiar — from ro
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Maraca and his Otra Vision band
prove that Afro-Cuban musical tradi

tion can evolve without forsaking the
past
This mixture of techniques and

styles already has won Maraca broad
praise across the United States, Th

Los Angeles Times has cited his “daz
zling flute solos” and “uncanny tal
ent for arranging and producing re.
cords,” while the New York Times

has marveled at Maraca's ability to
“wander easily between street rum-
bas to hard bop and fusion

Maraca obviously plays flute in-
credibly well, but the sounds he
draws from his band are also worthy
ofbeing heard.” says Michael Orlove,
a programmer at the city’s Cultural
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Country troubador Sammy Kershaw,
whose hits include “Maybe Not Tonight, "
“Cadillac Style" and “Queen of My Double
Wide Trailer,” headlines the Kane County
Fair with two shows, 7 and 9 p.m.
Thursday. 630-584-6926.
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SummerDance.-
kicks off with
an Afro-Cuban beat

~. By Howard Reich

“TristNg Arrs Crrmic

it a scene: Hundreds of
Chicagoans dancing joy-
Ously in the South Loop,
the city’s skyline provid-
> ing a spectacular back-
‘drop. Meanwhile, one of the great-
est Afro-Cuban bands in the world
Dlayed son, descarga, mambo and
danzop until the sun softly faded
away. .

The occasion was Thursday
night's opening of the fourth an-
nual Chicago SummerDance se-
iries, an ingenious offering that
‘ransforms the Spirit of Music Gar-
“den in Grant Park into a dance hall
‘under the stars. Unlike the noisy,
‘beer-soaked summer festivals that
-annually trample other portions of
Grant Park, SummerDance places
‘the aesthetic emphasis where it be-
longs: on music and movement.

Though the dance floor was
crowded and its periphery swarm-
ing with spectators, the setting con-
veyed surprising intimacy. In part,
ﬂti&waisthml\ks to the human scale
of the site, a lushly landscaped cor-
ner of a South Michigan Avenue
block. Yet it was more than just the
pasioral setting that attracted
roughly 1,200 visitors to the Sum-
merDance season-opener. Surely
many came to hear the Chicago de-
but of brilliant Cuban flutist-ban-
dieader Orlando “Maraca” Valle
2nd his band Otra Vision. Respect-
‘ful of musical tradition but open to
new ideas, Maraca and his group
addressed Afro-Cuban genres of
gasx and present with comparable

VoL

* Listen to this band switch seam-
) from ancient Yoruba songs to

Cuban flutistbandleader Orlando

Tribune photo by Jotn Bartiey
“Maraca” Valle performs  during the
fourthyannual Chicago SummerDance series Thursday night.

Jazz review

uptempo salsa to freewheeling des-
carga (or “jam sessions”), and you
are hearing one of the most stylisti-
cally accomplished Afro-Cuban en-
sembles performing today.

Maraca and friends, in other
words, address virtually the entire
sweep of Afro-Cuban music. More-
over, they merge the virtuosity of
conservatory-trained  musicians
with an unabashedly accessible,
tuneful repertoire,

At the center of virtually every-
thing they play, however, is dance
rhythm. Whether refuvenating his-
toric musical idioms or exploring
cutting-edge improvisation, these
musicians consistently take pains
to make a crowd move.

That was no problem on Thurs-
day night, for the dancers never left
the floor. In the title track of the
band’s new album, “Descarga To-
tal.” Chicagoans moved sinuously
through richly scored ensemble
sections and ornate solos alike.

Though the fast-steppers had
been primed by free dance lessons
(a staple of every SummerDance
show), that wasn't the only reason
that elbow room was in short sup.
ply. More important, Otra Vision is
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Though the dance floor was

crowded and its periphery

swarming with spectators,
the setting conveyed
surprising intimacy.

a rhythmic organism, with horn
players, vocalists and Maraca him-
self tapping or clapping rhythms
when not playing solos,

Every gesture that this band
makes involves multiple layers of
clave rhythm, and that includes
Maraca’s ornate flute solos. For all
the intricacy of his lines, they also
express a feracious sense of synco-
pation one sooner associates with
percussion instrnments. The man
is constantly emphasizing the off-
beat ar creating tension around it,
and his players follow his lead.

- Considering the sophistication of

its scores, the technical acumen of
its players and the breadth of its
repertoire, Otra Vision could
emerge as the most influential Af-
ro-Cuban band of the emerging cen-
tury.

Chicago  SummerDance  takes
place Thursdays through Satur-
days, 2 p.m. Sundays atbl S. Michi-
&an Ave. Phone 312-742-4007,





