FLAMENCOS IN HOUSTON : 

Interview with Lucia and Valdemar

Interview conducted by Ana de la Peza  for  Jaleo Newsletter  March 2009   

If there is a name everybody in Houston recognizes that is related to flamenco it's Lucia and Valdemar.  For 30 years they have worked very hard in promoting the flamenco arts in this city and it is in part because of them, that now, many of us are able to do flamenco in Houston . 

I always love going to Lucia and Val’s house. It has a very cozy/bohemian feel and the best part is that when you get to know them a little bit, you understand why their home feels like that.

We sat down in the back yard on a beautiful afternoon and we just starting talking about flamenco…

 Ana: How did you start doing performances here in Houston ?  

Lucia: When we started doing our own productions, we used to do everything: from arranging the chairs to arranging the stage, selling tickets, everything…it was very exhausting and our first series was at the Autry House. Also, I started training people here in Houston . Then we started bringing in the best people from San Antonio or from wherever we could find them. Some of our first performers were Oscar Treviño, Timo Lozano, Perla Montoya, Teresa and Curro and Chayito Champion and many others.

Val: And at that time we used to do a concert every month and a half, all produced by us; and in every concert there was a different guest and it was a different show.

Lucia: In those days I always had three or four dancers that I was training – so they took a workshop or class with the guest performer that came in. They learned new material and they got to learn first hand. Of course the dancers did what I taught them on stage and it was well rehearsed but they also got to see the guest artist perform right in front of them.

Val: But that was only the people who actually performed with us, because not all the students performed. 

Lucia: And when they got better they got to perform with some of the other guests that came in. So that was the way we did it. I think the important thing was exposing audiences in Houston to flamenco by bringing professional flamencos from outside. All our guest performers wanted to come back. 

Ana: In a city like Houston that it has so much to offer, what do you think the place of flamenco is? 

Lucia: I think it's in the same category as any fine arts can be. It’s been presented at Wortham Theater. It’s been presented at Jones Hall. I’ve seen it here when companies like the National Ballet of Spain and big companies who offer the whole spectrum were brought in; where they had productions like “El Sombrero de Tres Picos” (Manuel de Falla) in the first half and then flamenco in the second half. So good flamenco belongs on the same stage as any other performing art.

Ana: And what do you think is people’s perception of flamenco in Houston ?

“Flamenco belongs on the same stage as any other performing art”

Lucia: I am going to ask you a question. Why does the Society for the Performing Arts at Wortham fill up when flamenco shows are presented? You go over there and the place is full. Maria Benitez filled up TBH (Talento Bilingüe de Houston) for 10 days in a row, and a lot of people went back to see the show several times. Flamenco I think is more popular now. There is more knowledge and awareness of flamenco, and people know what it is as it has become more international. But there will always be people that are aficionados, people that know flamenco. And there are also people for whom it is their first time, people that want to see a little bit of everything and they don’t know a lot about flamenco. The people that are the flamenco addicts, they are always going to be a small percentage. That’s what I think. 

Ana: Yes, a big production is easier to sell and you get the aficionados and new audience and also you have the people that appreciate a flamenco performance whether it is a big or a small production. 

Lucia: Yes you know, like us. People that go into flamenco full time. 

Ana: I’ve seen your performances and I love how you give the audience a little introduction about what they are about to hear: what kind of rhythm it is, a little bit of history, who was the first one playing it or singing it, etc. Why do you think that’s important? 

Lucia: Education, since Val is a professor I guess he is still a professor when he goes on stage and he likes to educate people. 

“When we perform, the first group we are educating is ourselves”

 al: Because people need to be educated. For example at the Opera. 99% of the people in the audience do not understand the language being spoken and they have no idea what the story is about and they are there because maybe someone gave them a ticket. But the number of people that understand the Opera fit inside the little room where they have a pre-performance lecture. They give you a glass of wine and there may be 20 people out of 3000, and they probably sing opera too. So answering your question of why we educate is because when we actually started to do performances, there were two groups of people we were educating: number one was ourselves, so doing our own productions was necessary in order to train ourselves in the art. So we had to research what  the correct way to do this was, how this cante was sung, how this dance was  put together with the cante, what kind of accompaniment went with it. We had years and years of experience before we begin doing our productions. When you move form learning the art - which we are always doing - when you move from the learning mode into the performing mode, that’s a high jump. Because then you have to get it right the first time. You only get one chance to do it right and when you are bringing in guest artists; you have to be on your toes. So first of all we are educating ourselves; secondly we are educating the people working with us, in other words, the performers working with us had to know enough information about what they were doing in order to be able to perform that dance correctly, to perform the cante, the guitar, etc. We had good teachers; we had good people that we associated with that helped push our abilities up. One of the things we never ever did was to hire someone who knew less than we did. We always tried to find people who at least knew what we did and preferably who knew more than we did so that we were pushed up the ladder. So the people you are educating is yourself, and then you are educating your performing group and then aficionados who appreciate that kind of effort and they appreciate the kind of stories that go with learning all that. Each cante, each baile has a story, has a million stories that can be told which audiences find interesting. 

na: Houston is a very different city now than what it was 30 years ago. In all these years it has grown a lot in every aspect and of course we now see many different people doing flamenco everywhere. 

Lucia: It has its good points. It all depends on which stage of the game you are at. For me it is fine. I still enjoy teaching for the fun of it. I’m starting my classes back again simply because I still enjoy teaching and I get to do my exercise at the same time. At this stage of the game it's easier to just hire dancers for some of our shows. Putting a dance group together requires a lot of energy and you have to have a rehearsal schedule and it's frustrating when the dancers are not all there. For me, that was a lot more work from what we are doing now. I’m kind of sitting back, I’m really enjoying the musical aspect of our work since we got into the Spanish Celtic music three years ago, we are really enjoying that. And we are doing the same things again that we did with flamenco. We have to do a lot of research on the different regions and I think it's a good thing to always be learning something new. So I guess those are good things.

Val: I guess there are more people interested in performing now than there used to be. 

Ana: Sometimes we find ourselves stuck in what is the best way to study flamenco. We know there’s so much information and now it's so easy to get material, but for some reason I feel that we get overwhelmed by all this information and we don’t even know where to start from.

“If you want to understand this art, you cannot look at what’s being done now, you have to look at what was being done by the maestros of the past”.

 Val: I will give you an answer that is given by people like Paco de Lucia, Manolo Sanlucar, Ciro, Mario Maya. People of that era and before would tell you always: “if you want to understand this art you cannot look at what’s being done now, you have to look at what was being done by the maestros of the past”. I don’t mean 19th Century flamenco, but the greats of the previous era like Antonio Gades or Carmen Amaya. This generation of artists are trying to compete with each other, but the previous generation competed with the maestros and so when you saw Antonio Gades perform, when you saw Carmen Amaya perform, when you saw Matilde Coral and that generation perform, you knew exactly what palo they were performing. So you could study what they did and learn exactly what a soleares looks like, what a guajira looks like, what a buleria looks like. Today’s generation mixes everything together, partly because they are experimenting so that they don’t look like the older generation but also because many of them don’t know what the palos are. So they go only by the sound and a step may be totally inappropriate for what they are trying to do. So, to answer your question I think, you always have to go back and study the old masters. 

 “You have to search within yourself, you have to be yourself”

 If you are learning to paint you have to study Rembrandt, you have to study Michelangelo and see what they did to have an understanding of what’s being done today. 

Lucia: You have to search within yourself, you have to be yourself. You don’t want to copy entirely. You have to learn from everybody, you know, by watching styles and say: I like this one's arms, I like his feet, I like her body and you combine them together. But you have to search within yourself, the way you feel, and make it your own. The more and more you do this, you are going to get your own style. 

Val: It is important to have the vocabulary of the art and the vocabulary is the palos and each palo has its story, its own language, and its own form. There is nothing wrong with trying to modernize things and do things in a new way, that’s always been flamenco. When Carmen Amaya was dancing she was the cutting edge compared to what they were doing before her. Today nobody wants to dance like Carmen Amaya. Certainly you wish you had the technique but you don’t want to dance like her because it is a different era. What she did had its vocabulary and the vocabulary was complete. If you don’t understand Soleá or Alegrías or Buleria and you just sort of throw everything together, then the audience doesn’t know what it is, either. So it’s really important to look back at the “old stuff”, the masters of the past…And then you start to create.

Lucia: You have to be able to improvise. There are few people that know how to improvise because of the compás. You have to know the compás so well so you can improvise. 

Val: Compás is a very, very mysterious idea, because it is not just counting out twelve. A Soleá is twelve, a Buleria is twelve, a Cantiñas is twelve, an Alegrías is twelve, Caña is twelve, but they are all different ways of interpreting twelve and if you don’t know what those differences are then you are going to get a mix that is a mess.

Lucia: Flamenco has its rules, and that’s exactly what Val said about what they are doing now, what a lot of people are learning and everything. They just learn the steps and everything is just counted on twelve or four but they don’t learn the essence of what that palo should be, should say and that’s so important, very important!

Val: A lot of the essence is communicated from the cante. At least in the US , finding dancers who are tuned in to the cante, who respond to the cante, it’s very, very difficult. Even in Spain . One of the guys who taught me when I was a teenager, a Sevillano, I asked him at that time, “how can I learn to accompany the cante if I don’t understand the words?” He said, “Don’t worry about that because I don’t understand half of the words the singers sing anyway!” Because they distort them and they put the accents in their own place to make the compas, so if you just go by the feel, you can at least relate to the “sentido” of the music of the cante.

Lucia: The soniquete. 

Val: That’s very, very important. So that way you don’t go out and start doing a Siguiriya, and turn to the audience with a big smile on your face.

Ana: And how?

Lucia and Val: You have to listen to the cante!! 

Ana: So what kind of recordings should we listen to? Because right now you get very modern mixes, so I guess we go back to the same thing.

Lucia: Same thing, listen to the old stuff!

Val: Now, there are maestros and then there’s antiguos, and you have to understand that they are not the same. Some 19th Century singer recordings are horrible. You don’t want to listen to that sort of thing. I would say, start listening to Antonio Mairena, Perla de Cadiz, who was related to Camaron de la Isla. So, listen to the people that Camaron used to listen to, listen to whom Paco de Lucia listened to, and then you will know where the material comes from, because the generation before Camaron, the generation before Paco de Lucia perfected the palos as palos. It took 100 years before them and up to them for the palos to be perfected into the form that they are, and then people after that generation began to modernize it by mixing it.

Ana: And how do you see the future of flamenco here in Houston ? Taking from what we see now.

“One thing we always say to each other is you are only as good as your last performance” 

  Lucia: I think if we all work in a sincere mode, it should be a much better world of flamenco in a few more years. The sincere mode is what we just talked about. How they are going to start, what they are going to present to their audiences, and I think each individual artist has to decide that for themselves because when you get out there, you say: this is what I can do now; this is the best I can do now, and present that. One thing we always say to each other is you are only as good as your last performance, because some times you rehearse and some times you don’t. This art is so difficult because you have to rehearse; when you rehearse you are going to have a good performance.  And sometimes if you just go, you can improvise, and sometimes it's great, and sometimes it isn’t.

Val: It is like a feedback mechanism and it should be viewed as feedback. Everybody makes mistakes. I’ve heard every great guitarist make mistakes in every concert that I’ve ever been in. I’ve seen shows when top notch dancers got lost and went off and probably Lucia and I were the only ones in the audience who knew what had happened. The audience doesn’t know but we can see little subtleties that go wrong.  So that’s when it simply happens to you in your performances, it is a feedback mechanism, and you go fix it!

Ana: And then I just have one last question. What has kept you doing flamenco? What do you find in flamenco that makes you want to keep doing it?

Lucia: Because you never get there and you keep going at it and you keep going and you never get there so it’s always learning, it’s always rehearsing and you are never there.

 Val: You are never there, I think that’s probably true in any art but flamenco is not a dance art, and it is not a guitar thing, it all started out from the cante. So in order to master flamenco you must understand all its parts. If you are a guitarist you must understand what the dancer is doing and what the singer is doing, if you are a dancer then you must understand what the guitar is doing and what the singer is doing, and the singer must understand what the dancer is doing and the guitar is doing; and that’s just the basics. Then if you add in a more modern approach when you add the flute, the violin, the cajon and all sorts of other things, it’s an incredibly complicated art. Then you go into performance, ok well, is it your performance in the sense of, are you guys going to do generics? (solea, alegria, buleria) or are you going to start telling a story where you combine everything together? That’s another jump up. So, no matter what level you are at, there’s always something. 

“Flamenco is a spiritual thing and when you are doing the same thing, it becomes like a ritual, a religious type of thing”

 Lucia: But those fine moments that are so unique, that only happens when you are right there. With a certain group of people and you make it happen on the stage, everybody was paying attention, everybody was on it and the show had some impact when everybody gets into it and that’s the communication with everybody that’s on stage, that’s a great feeling. And I think arts in your everyday life, the way they would help is because when you listen to music, when you dance, you are a more tranquil person, in a meditation type of state. Because you are listening to music and I know that dancers get so used to using their body, they are used to working out. And the chemicals that the body produces, you get addicted to those, just like people who exercise a lot. But that’s a good thing and then when you are in a group with other people that do the same thing, you are just sharing that among you, and you are sharing those good feelings, the music, the dance and whatever it is you are doing. It is a spiritual thing and when you are doing the same thing, it becomes like a ritual, a religious type of thing. Everybody gets into it and the more you do it, the more focused you are. 

Ana: Thank you very much for your time and for sharing all this with us. We really appreciate it. 

