Telegraph - 12 January 2008

Why the world is catching on to cumbia

The infectious music of Colombia is spreading across the globe. Gervase de Wilde reports

aribbean music is I
popular around the
world: everyone has
heard of reggae
thanks to Bo

Marley, and Cuban music

became a truly international

phenomenon thanks to the

Buena Vista Social Club. But

the traditional music of

Colombia, cumbia

(pronounced coom-bee-ah),

has only recently started to

emerge from the shadow of
its Caribbean cousins, just as
the country itself is recovering
from decades of strife.

A percussion-based style
which is characterised by a
skanking off-beat rhythm
(think of the jerky energy of
Jamaican ska), cumbia relies
on accordions, guitars, brass
and singing for its infectious
melodies. Sometimes slow
and melancholic, sometimes
robustly energetic, its origi
lie in the folk traditions of
coastal Colombia’s mix of
Hispanic, African and
indigenous peoples.

But now cumbia and the
closely related vallenato style

are finding favour throughout |

the ever-¢: ding Latin
diaspora, with bands such as |
Los Angeles-based Very Be
Careful and a new generation
of producers in Arﬁmhna
Mexico and elsewhere. They
are adapting cumbia’s
distinctive rhythm to make it
relevant to a new generation

CUMBIA HOTSPOTS
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Energy: Los Angeles-based band Very Be Careful lay the dassic Colombian sounds of the 505 and 805

of Latin Americans with an “Colombia is changing.” he
international outlook. says. “It's not like the "80s
Colombian music has with the narco-traffickers and
grown in popularity thanks to | [drug baron] Pablo Escobar.”
singer-songwriter Juanes, The increasing appeal of
whose single Me Enamorais =~ Colombia's musical heritage
released in the UK carly next | to the wider world is playing
month. He makes a gentle, | its part in changing people’s
melodic brand of rock tinged 1 perceptions.
with traditional sounds from He is keen to talk about the
his native Jand. | roots in traditional music that
The world's biggest-selling | still inform his work today:
Latin artist, Juanes has sold | “When I was a child I learned
more than 10 million of his | to play guitar and I lcarned
Spanish-language albums traditional styles like cumbia.
since his debut in 2000 | It wasn't particularly normal
Juanes is helping to shed - a lot of the other children in |
new light on Colombian school couldn’t understand
music. Articulate in English, | the music I was into.”
he is an ambassador for the Juanes abandoned these
country's cultural traditions. ~ “folkloric” styles to form a

| Benavides, speaking just

metal band, pursuing the
of music beloved of
tino youth the world over.
But the freedom of a solo
career has allowed him to
return to his roots.
“Working as a solo artist. |
can indude more elemeats of

favourite style from
Colombia. We have a lot of
fantastic rhythms in
Colombia, and cumbiz is 2
groove, a rhythm that people
can enjoy.”

Renowned Colombian
musician and producer Ivan
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