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Cuban son ensemble El Septeto Santiaguero can testify to the impact that recognition
from the U.S. record industry can have on even a well-established non-U.S. act.
While having formed in 1995, and since releasing eight albums and finding fame in
Cuba, not to mention tours of Canada, Latin America and Europe, it took the group’s
Latin Grammy Award in 2015 before the band was able to land its first gig in the States.
”We’ve received a lot of good recation in other places, we’ve met a lot of good people
and have been watching people at our shows dancing and being happy,” Septeto
Santiaguero founder Fernando Dewar said in an interview recently, for which the groups
producer and manager, Alden Gonzalez Diaz, served as translator.
“But we consider that the U.S. is the big market, the main market that we want to
reach,” said Dewar, who is currently on a 20-city tour that arrives in Los Angeles on
Friday for a free concert that’s part of the summer Grand Performances series
downtonwn.
The U.S. is very important for us, we were trying for a long time for what we have now:
the facility to play in the U.S.,” Diaz said.
That goal appears to be shared by many Cuban musicians who in recent years have
found it a bit easier to land gigs in America. One significant factor has been the easing
of the longstanding U.S. political and cultural embargo of cuba, which dates to the 1959
revoltuion that culminated in Fidel Castro’s takeover as president and his transformation
of thecountrey into a communist regime.
El Septeto Santiaguero haisl from Santiago de Cuba on the far eastern end of the island
nation, more than 500 miles from Havana. The group scored its Laatin Grammy in the
traditional Tropical Latin Album category for its 2015 work “Tribute a Los Compadres:
No Quiero Llanto.” The album is a tribute to Los Compadres, a duo that is one of
Septeto Santiaguero’s predecessors in the trova tradition – loosely, the Cuban strain of
troubadour music.
Still, the group might have not made it here if former President Barack Obama’s
admitnistration ahdnt moved to improve relations with the nation that sits 90 miles off
the coast of Florida.
After that shift began, the band was invited to perform last year at Lincoln Center’s
Midsummer Night Swing Festival in New York – Its first show in the U.S. El Septeto
Santiaguero also landed a coveted spot at the 2017 New Orleans Jazz & Heritage
Festival as part of this year’s spotlight on Cuban music. “We agree absolutely with the
more open relationship between Cuba and the U.S.,” Dewar said. “It’s very important

that more average America people be able to travel to Cuba. We are very positive about
things President Obama did, and we hope the way is smooth for a more open
relationship to continue.”
The loosening of restircitions in recent years has directly affected Septeto Santiaguero
by making collaborations with U.S. musicians more practical. New Orleans jazz
trumpeter Nicholas Payton is one of many guest artists on the group’s new album
“Raiz,” from which the band is drawing on its current 3 ½ week, 20 date U.S. tour.
The group’s new album highlights the variety of styles and sounds the band is capable
of, including the Afro-Cuban jazz and traditional Cuban son and salsa. There are also
shades of hip-hop, dancehall and tropical music of the Caribbean. ”We are trying to
make the traditional music interesting for new generations,” said Gonzalez Diaz. “Now
in Cuba, most of the music the younger generations listen to is totally different form the
music we are doing. We don’t want to lose the traditions, and one of the ways to win the
battle is to make our music more relevant to young generations, and by attracting young
people to our concerts in Cuba. We think we are doing it.”
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