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Flamenco is alive and flourishing in the “Lone Star” state.  The artistic tradition has a long history throughout the region and is attracting an ever-growing audience of appreciative aficionados.  Among the established flamenco organizations producing concerts in Texas is the Houston Society of Flamenco Arts formed in 1983 to promote an appreciation and understanding of flamenco dance, music & song to the general public. Under the artistic direction of Lucia Rodriguez-Sanchez & musical director Valdemar Phoenix, the H.S.F.A strives to present the best possible flamenco to Houston aficionados & advance the flamenco arts throughout Texas and the southwestern United States.  Following is a brief interview with the two individuals who are the driving force behind the Houston Society of Flamenco Arts & their professional troupe, Gitanerías Flamenco Artists.   
GEORGE ZOMBAKIS:  How  would you describe the flamenco scene in your state?

VALDEMAR PHOENIX: There are several sizable pockets of flamenco in most of the major Texas cities like Houston, Austin, San Antonio and Dallas.  We promote flamenco by doing a regular concert series through the Houston Society of Flamenco Arts and touring under the sponsorship of the Texas Commission on the Arts. 

LUCIA RODRIGUEZ- SANCHEZ:  I grew up in San Antonio where there is still quite an afición for flamenco.  Among the performers who hail from San Antonio are Timo Lozano, who made the film ‘Alma Gitana” in Madrid, Priscilla Trevino (MariCarmen), based in Granada, Rubina Valenzuela, based in California, Oscar Trevino, now in Florida, Sylviana Keprta in Austin, TX.,  my brother Miguel Rodriguez in Phoenix, Chayito Champion, now based in Phoenix, Perla Montoya,  and there are others, I could go on and on.  I, myself, have been promoting the flamenco arts in Houston for over twenty years.   

GGZ:  Lucia; Music and dance are very important to your family. Your brother, Miguel is a flamenco guitarist & your sister Marilu is the founder of the Mariachi group “Los Gallitos”. How do you explain this family-wide interest in the performing arts?  Were your parents or relatives musical?

LUCIA:  We grew up in a very Mexican-cultured family and of course Mexicans love their music.  My parents were not professional performers in any way, but they managed to play and sing songs at our family parties.  My uncles from both sides of the family took part in community church events where they would play instruments such as the guitar, violin and accordion.  We also had several singers & my dad and uncles always sang at our family parties.  In this generation, many of my nieces and nephews are professional singers and musicians.  My sister is a very fine professional singer of Mexican Mariachi music.  I don’t know why I got totally taken by flamenco dancing and singing as did my brother Miguel with the flamenco guitar.  We are both exclusively flamenco performers although our family background is firmly in the Mexican culture.
GGZ:   Val, What were your musical roots? 
VAL:  My parents insisted on a musical education for my sister, Christine (who is a pianist) and me. Both my   parents   were professional   performers.    My father    was a  musician during the Big Band era playing saxophone and clarinet and my mother was a singer/dancer on the band circuit.  They  actually met while on the road.   Growing up, there was music  in our home all the time. My father practiced his horns every day and my mother would often sing around the house; someone was always playing the piano. Interestingly enough, however, they never encouraged my sister or me to become professional performers - to only study music for the sake of enjoyment. I studied piano and the keyboard accordion as a kid, but discovered flamenco when I was around fourteen years old & dropped everything else!

GGZ:  Lucia, you began the study of flamenco in your native San Antonio and went on to study in Mexico City. Elaborate on your early training.

LUCIA:  I started my flamenco dance training with Teresa Champion “La Chavallia” and her group Los Flamencos de San Antonio.  I stayed with the group for approximately four years.  We did a variety of local, out-of-town and out-of-Texas performances in those days because Teresa & her husband, guitarist El Curro,. were in their prime.  They had the desire and energy to do many types of performances including clubs, festivals, TV, universities etc.  We had lots of fun and many crazy adventures in those days.  I can remember Curro was always on the phone promoting and selling the show.  Later on, I continued learning flamenco (as most dancers do) by meeting maestros along the way and taking lessons from them.  I studied in Mexico City with a fine teacher, Raquél Ruíz.  She helped me tremendously with body and arm work.  Later I studied with Angel Torres, Jose Greco, Nana Lorca, Rafael Ruíz, Marina Vasquez, Timo Lozano and others.  Another event that was very important for my flamenco growth was the ‘68 World’s Fair in San Antonio.  During a period of six months I got to see live performances daily of some of Spain’s finest dancers including Paco Ruíz  and Co., Victoria Saucedo Co. and Carmen Rojas Co., which included other performers  such as Pepe de Lucia, Ramon de Algeciras, Jose Antonio Ruiz (Jose Granero).  I was performing at two other stages at the fair, but I always managed to run across the fair grounds and catch their shows.  I made friends with some of these performers and was pleasantly surprised that the “best of the best” were such nice people.  

GGZ:  Val, When I first met you, I took it for granted that you were Hispanic. When I found out that you weren’t, I was really surprised.  How did someone of your background get into flamenco?

VAL:  Until they hear my upstate New York accent, people often think I’m Hispanic or foreign-born because of my unusual-sounding name, but this is my real name!  “Phoenix” is French in  origin &   I was named Valdemar after an uncle. I have a very mixed background. Let’s just say European. When I was about fourteen, my sister’s boyfriend brought over a Sabicas record.  It was Volume II of the Electra Label Series.  Even though it contained mostly Sabicas’ popular arrangements, the sound of his guitar playing blew me away. I had previously heard classical guitar through some Segovia records that we had in the house, but those recordings really didn’t make an impression on me. There was something special about Sabicas’ guitar, however, that I found absolutely incredible.  Fortunately for  me at that time my sister had a folk-singing group. I grabbed her guitar and began trying to learn from the records. I bought everything I could get my hands on: Sabicas, Carlos Montoya, Mario Escudero etc.  During  the  next four or five years, I listened to those records until I wore them out and tried to absorb as much as possible.  Around 1970, I heard that Mario Escudero was performing in a resort town in upstate New York about 80 miles from our home in New Hartford (near Utica).  Of course I had to see him, and had to convince my mother to drive me to the performance. Mario Escudero was extraordinary, at his absolute peak as an artist. His technique was like Sabicas, but his sound contained more modern harmonies.  I was able to meet him after the concert and asked him for lessons.  He told me to come to New York City to study with  him and I did.  New Hartford is almost 250 miles from NYC, and we were far from rich, so I had to save every dime to be able to have the funds to take the train and one hour lessons with Escudero. Mario taught me the importance of accompaniment as well as learning to play solo. I only took 6 lessons with him over a period of several years, but the experience inspired me with motivation and  taught me much about his guitar technique.   Somehow, I was then able to take what I had learned & decipher his recordings on my own.  Eventually, I learned much of Sabicas’ repertoire, but Mario planted in me the importance of learning accompaniment as well as playing solo.  Around this same period, I met Francisco Espinosa.  I had first seen him when he was on tour with José Molina and later he appeared several times at the annual arts festival in Utica.  One time I invited him to stay with my family & we stayed  up all night after his concert talking, drinking wine, and  jamming.  Espinosa showed  me his sevillanas, alegrías and a cantábrico from the North of Spain. He had falsetas going back to Javier Molina!  Just like Mario, Francisco encouraged me to learn accompaniment.  Then when I moved to Houston in 1973, I met Lucia’s brother, Miguel, who is a superb guitarist.  He certainly showed me a lot, and exposed me to the new generation of guitarists such as Paco de Lucia, Serranito, & Manola Sanlucar.  Neither of us realized that we were destined to become family.   

GGZ:  Val/Lucia; When did you realize that flamenco had become your life’s passion?

LUCIA:  I really can’t say that I realized it.  It’s just something that I do all the time; it’s my job.  I stopped for a short period when I had my son (Marcos), but  started dancing again when he was about eight months old.  Although I had happiness and a mother’s joy, I needed to dance to feel complete.  My son is now an adult, and is now an a professional actor. He heard flamenco all his life, of course with some complaints while he was a teenager!

VAL:  I didn’t really think about it very much. I just did flamenco because I had to. I like the way Tomatito puts it..”The fever of the guitar.” I don’t think you choose flamenco; it chooses you.  You are driven to pursue it.

GGZ:  Lucia, you have performed with Rafaél Ruíz, Paco del Puerto, Timo Lozano, and many others. 

LUCIA:  I was very fortunate back in ‘79 to work with Rafael Ruíz from Sevilla, because he is known as a “sabio” (teacher’s teacher) of the flamenco arts.  I learned a lot working with him.  Unfortunately, he  moved to Florida and since I wasn’t in a position to go too, I couldn’t work with him as much as I would have loved to.  He gave me a lot of encouragement when it came to my singing and also showed me that getting along with your fellow performers can make the difference between a good performance & a great performance.  Rafael was a fabulous dancer, performer and teacher.  The HSFA sponsored guest dancer, Paco del Puerto, to perform with us back in 1993 and ‘94 and that was an adventure.  Paco is incredibly energetic, and before you can finish your morning cup of coffee he’s ready to hit the Siguiriyas.  What a guy!  Now Timo Lozano will always have a special place in my heart because we go way back to high school days in San Antonio & have always kept in touch.  Timo was a guest artist back in ‘83 along with Pepe Romero, the classical guitarist, at the first membership drive of the Houston Society of Flamenco Arts.  He has performed with our group many times in Houston since the inception of the HSFA.  We are all very proud of his movie released in Madrid, “Alma Gitana  I also had a dance partner for three years here in Houston by the name of Constantino Huizar.  He is a wonderful, stately dancer and we got along great artistically.  It’s just too bad that he moved back to San Antonio and we can’t dance together as much anymore.
GGZ: The late ballet master, Ronald Sequoio (Metropolitan opera Ballet, Manhattan Festival Ballet) was a friend of yours, and choreographed special works for you, including Falla’s “El Amor Brujo,” and Tárrega’s “Recuerdos de la Alhambra.”

LUCIA:  I met Ron when he was coming to Houston to work with the Southwest Jazz Ballet & was looking for a flamenco dancer to work with him on a special piece he had choreographed.  I really don’t mix different types of dance art, but Ron was very gifted and he made the dances work.  He blended the dance just enough to make a connection, but each one of us did what we do best.  I danced flamenco and he did some wonderful turns and ballet leaps and the audience response that resulted was incredible. 
GGZ:   Val; During the course of your career you have worked with many classical guitarists and other musicians.  You also toured Canada and the United 

States with the Houston Ballet. That’s rather unusual for a flamenco guitarist, isn’t it?  How did this come about?

VAL:  Back around 1990, I happened to receive a call from the Conductor of the Houston Ballet Orchestra. He explained that they were doing the American Premier of a new ballet called “Ghost Dances” by the British choreographer, Christopher Bruce. They needed someone to play the guitar and an instrument called the charango (which at the time, I had no idea what he was talking about!). The ballet was a depiction of the plight of the ‘desaparecidos,’ based on the Chilean revolution and its accompanying terrorism. The charango turned out to be an Andean guitar, originally made from the shell of the armadillo. The conductor had been told that a flamenco guitarist could probably do the part because the charango was played with lots of rasgueado/strumming. The role also required a flamenco guitarist that could read music and work with other musicians, so I had exactly two weeks to master the charango which has five courses of (tuned) double strings and is played completely unlike the standard guitar. The part for the regular guitar was basically a tango rhythm, so that was no problem for me to play. Most of the music for this production was taken from the Chileno group “Inti Illi-mani” and the songs of Atahualpa Yupanqui. While it had nothing to do with my flamenco background, believe me, the music was excellent and the ballet  was one of the most intense and well-received in the history of the Houston Ballet!  After the Houston engagement was completed, I then toured with the Ballet to Canada and the Kennedy Center in Washington, DC.  A few years later, the Ballet called me again for another American premier, this time of the “The Cruel Garden” again by Christopher Bruce. This was a very abstract representation of the life and work of Federico Garcia Lorca, with the score by Carlos Miranda.  Miranda is well known in Spain & Europe and created the ceremonial music for the Barcelona Olympic Games.   “Cruel Garden” is very modern & very intense, with guitar parts based on the folk songs that Lorca made famous. In addition to playing real music, I also had to use an electric guitar to make sound effects of bulls roaring in the arena. It sounds crazy, but it worked! I’ve also worked a lot with the classical guitarist Marc Garvin and I did a couple of cuts with him on his first recording. 2 Falla pieces arranged for 2 guitars. I have also perfomed with classical and jazz guitarist Anthony Weller at the Peabody-Salem Museum near Boston. This was a trio concert, which also included my “compadre” flamenco guitarist Peter Regis. 

GGZ:  Lucia, You are the founder and director of Gitanerías Flamenco Artists, and you also formed the Houston Society of Flamenco Arts. Tell us about this and its history.

LUCIA: Well, the first Gitanerias group started out around 1977 in Houston as ‘Trio Gitanerias’ and was made up of my brother guitarist Miguel, dancer Gina Uribe and myself.  At that time the economy in Houston was really booming so many companies were having all sorts of parties and conventions and our agents kept us rather busy doing “gigs”.  Since that time there have been many different dancers and musicians involved  with Gitanerías at different times. The reason many of them are not with us anymore is because they moved out of Houston, usually back to where they’re from. You know everyone you meet in Houston is usually not from Houston, including Valdemar and me.   Today we use our strong advanced students and we also hire extra professionals  when necessary.

The Houston Society of Flamenco Arts, a non-profit arts organization was officially formed in 1983 with the idea of being able to present flamenco shows on a regular basis on a concert stage. The HSFA has allowed us to grow artistically because  we have presented flamenco dance productions like our ‘Amor Brujo’, ‘Vinetas Flamencas’, ‘Grafico de la Petenera’  and other works using lighting ,backdrops and props. Guest artists brought in for performances or workshops also add to our growth and motivation. Also this was a way to bring both audiences and performers who share the love of the art of flamenco together and keep flamenco alive. 

GGZ:   Lucia; How did you and Val meet?

LUCIA: I can’t remember. No, we met through my brother Miguel. Valdemar and Miguel used to pal around a lot when Miguel was living in Houston. I wasn’t living here at that time but I attended a show where Miguel played and Val says he first met me there. Of course Miguel didn’t say I was his sister. He just said “this is Lucia, she’s a flamenco dancer.”   

GGZ:  Val/Lucia:  Because flamenco is a way of life requiring sacrifice and countless hours of practice, I can’t imagine a flamenco performer NOT having a spouse or family that shares and supports this same passion. 

VAL:   I can imagine that this would cause great difficulties! To really be a performer as opposed to simply a spectator of flamenco, you must eat, drink & sleep it twenty-four hours a day. It is an obsession that must be heard, seen and experienced every day. If your spouse doesn’t understand or like flamenco, he or she might feel left out and may resent it. On the other hand, two people in flamenco can sometimes have their own set of problems unique to this art form.  For example, one of the few things that Lucia and I ever argue about is which one of us is out of compás!

GGZ:  At the 1992 Houston International Festival, Gitanerías was the only local flamenco group. All the other flamenco performers were from Spain, including Cumbre Flamenco, Paco de Lucia with his sextet, and Rafael Riqueni & Jose Maria Gallardo performing as a duo.  Please share your stories about that event.

VAL: Our group peformed the first weekend, and the following week, Paco de Lucia, Rafael Riqueni, and Cumbre came. With Cumbre, there were Cristobal de los Reyes, Juana Amaya, Mariquilla, Eva Duran, Rafael Fajardo, and so many other great artists. We helped them be comfortable, drove many of them around town. I spent a lot of time with Rafael, and when we later visited Spain, he invited us to his house. We had a great time.

LUCIA: Houston Festival ‘92 was a terrific experience 

for me. The thing I remember best is the rehearsal at 3:00am, empty downtown Houston in the middle of all the skyscrapers. That’s when Paco de Lucia and sextet had their rehearsal and our group and a few other performers from out of town were also there.  Since downtown was empty and the sound was being adjusted, you could hear Paco’s guitar and Pepe’s voice  ring out and bounce off the buildings.That was awesome. After their performance, I remember, we were all so excited we came home and jammed.  Guitarist Kevin Coleman, and his wife Becky from New Orleans, my brother Miguel, Val, and some of the members of my group had a ‘juerga.’

GGZ:  Lucia/Val:  In addition to your regular concert series for the Houston Society of Flamenco Arts, you also do educational performances in schools, at your studio, at the Museum of Fine Arts Houston, and other places. Why do you feel this is necessary?

VAL:  It’s important to spread the word that flamenco is available here. Even after fourteen years of advertising & presenting 4 to 8 concerts a year in a city with millions of inhabitants (not to mention gigs here and there), I’m still amazed that people come up and say that they had no idea we existed and want to be added to our mailing list..

GGZ: You have released a CD, haven’t you?

VAL: Yes; we have a CD entitled Nuestra Sangre Flamenca. In my opinion in today’s professional music world, no one takes you seriously if you don’t have a recording, so it is necessary just as a marketing tool.  It can, however, be an artistic achievement  if done well. Lucia and I have developed our own sound. We are not doing “fusion” or “nouveau” flamenco. But our sound is definitely on the modern side.  The guitar arrangements are mostly my own and most of the letras for the cante are Lucia’s.  We are not Gypsies or Spaniards, but we are Flamencos. We have to play and sing about things based on our experiences, not on some imaginary life in Spain.  So in this sense, our sound is modern, but still “muy flamenco”.
GGZ:   What palos or toques are on the album?

Val:  Again, when we did the album, we had to decide on how the album would best represent us. Lucia and I grew up in different parts of the country, but both listening to the albums of the giants, Sabicas and Carmen Amaya. We haven’t heard many recent albums featuring the whole of flamenco, cante, guitar, and baile. Since Lucia is first and foremost a dancer, baile had to be an important part of the album. So there are three cuts featuring dance: an alegrías and a bulería, which also have cante, and a siguiriya, which is done a palo seco, with only percussion accompaniment. There are several cuts featuring guitar and cante: a fandango grande, a tientos y tangos, and a verdiales. Finally there   are two guitar solos: a rondeña and a bulería.

GGZ:  You also have a flamenco performance video, don’t you?

LUCIA: Yes, Gráfico. It was inspired by Lorca’s poem series, “Gráfico de la Petenera.”  We studied the poems, and then used our imaginations to create three short scenes that loosely tie the poems together. The poems were adapted to fit the themes and form the basis of the cantes. The production was filmed for TV.  It’s an hour of straight performance with fouteen or fifteen people on the stage, including two guests: cantaor Vicente Griego from Albuquerque and bailaor Faustino Rios from Boston. And pretty heavy. It contains rondeña, siguiriya, solea por buleria, tanguillos, buleria and others. All original.

GGZ: Do you have any other major projects you’re working on?

VAL:  We are interested in touring more throughout Texas. It’s huge area to cover. But I am also interested in expanding outside of Texas. We have made several tours to New England and we have done workshops in Alabama, Louisiana, and other places. Other commitments keep me from traveling and touring a lot, but we plan to work with some more of the other good professional flamenco artists living and working in the states.

GGZ:  Lucia/Val:  In your opinion, where is flamenco today, and where do you see it going?

VAL:  I don’t really know where flamenco is going. I  find it curious that so many Spanish guitarists are trying to sound like jazz guitarists, and many of the American guitarists want to sound like Gypsies! I grew up listening to jazz and classical music. Manolo Sanlucar said that most guitarists before his generation never heard jazz or classical harmonies because they only played in the styles of their own families or cities. Maybe the biggest exceptions to this generalization were Sabicas and Mario Escudero, who spent most of their professional lives based in  New York and certainly were influenced by classical music and jazz harmonies. For many Spaniards, jazz may represent a new sound and so they look to it for ideas. But I certainly don’t think that it has to be this way. Flamenco has always been a blend of cultures, but it ultimately has to evolve on its own and not just piggy-back on jazz or anything else.

LUCIA:  I could never guess where flamenco is going but I know that it’s getting more and more popular in America. Flamenco has been here in America for a long time, but it was Jose Greco Sr, who  started  presenting American flamenco performers  throughout the U.S in his group back in the 60’s.  He did this because he had a lot of  problems bringing in people from Spain (visas, culture shock etc.) Greco had so much to do with the popularity of flamenco throughout America. Now there are many fine American  performers and teachers  scattered throughout  the U.S. who have been paying their dues for the past 35,  50 or more  years. There are a lot of changes going on in flamenco dance all over the world. The Spaniards are adding a lot more modern and ballet movement. The Japanese are learning everything. A few  Americans are keeping up with the latest in dance, in guitar, and cante,  and then there are always the  antiguos. The good thing is that a living art is never at a standstill.That would certainly be very boring.

