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Roberto Fonseca

‘The Music is  
   Alive’

Along FrAnce’s rhône VAlley, deep history lies in the 
stones, in the vineyards and—each July since 1981—in the tones floating 
skyward at the Roman amphitheater that serves as the main stage of the 
festival Jazz à Vienne.

Fans of the festival love historical context, which 
explains their fondness for generational connections. 
This year’s Jazz à Vienne delivered a little of each, fea-
turing performances by artists that represent three dif-
ferent eras of Cuban history and culture, who celebrate 
and build upon the musical values and ideas that each 
generation inevitably inherits from its predecessors. 
Inextinguishable verve and wit deployed delightfully 
amid the elders of Buena Vista Social Club; the formida-
ble power and easy grace of a noble virtuoso blazed forth 
in Chucho Valdés; and the spiritual quest of an earnest, 
gifted young artist shone bright in Roberto Fonseca.

Born into music, fascinated by drums yet fated for 
piano, Fonseca studied classics in Havana’s famed 
schools and adored rock, pop and jazz. He earned 
stints playing with various members of Buena Vista 
Social Club, especially its magnificent vocalist, Ibrahim 
Ferrer. He led the popular fusion ensembles Pura Agua, 
Obsession and Temperamento, which won Cubadisco’s 
1999 Jazz Award. And he collaborates with brilliant 
British producer/impresario Gilles Peterson.

Currently 38 and newlywed, Fonseca made a 
return trip to Jazz à Vienne this summer, his first 

appearance there since 2004, when he backed Ferrer. 
His lucid, well-paced set reprised material from Yo 
(Concord), his latest of a dozen CD releases, which he 
will support this fall with his first U.S. tour as leader. 
Hallmarks of Fonseca’s style of musica habanera are 
his stark use of individual voices that swell into a cho-
rus of ideas, powerfully hammered ostinatos that sync 
with exuberant percussionists and festive romps with 
West African players celebrating mutual Afro-Cuban 
religion and culture. Wearing his signature grey fedora, 
Fonseca dazzled with a dashing solo; lurked low in the 
mix during kora, cuatro or bass cameos; led stop-time 
breaks on Dave Brubeck’s “Blue Rondo À La Turk”; 
doubled the tempo on crowd-pleaser “Besame Mucho”; 
and saluted Ferrer in a wistful “Si Te Contara” filigreed 
with radio static. Simple forms, clear vision, politi-
cal savvy and heartfelt homages were ever to the fore. 
DownBeat caught up with him backstage.

downBeat: What is your first 
memory of the piano?

roberto Fonseca: I was making noise, percus-
sion, banging. I saw my brother Emilio playing drums 
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and that was energetic, a lot of movement. So I was 
trying to play the drums on the piano. I hurt the 
piano that way—I really punched it a lot! 

Were you part of a family band?
Not exactly a band, but we all studied in the 

same room, in our tiny house in Guanabacoa’s San 
Miguel de Padron section. My mom and dad slept 
in one bed and my brothers and me in the other. 
We played music in the same room all togeth-
er, Emilio on drums, Luis Jesús on piano and me 
after him on piano. We had to focus on what we 
were doing. It was a discipline that really helped 
me before I started studying in the schools at 8. 

As a student I gave heart attacks to my mom 
because I didn’t concentrate well. We went to school 
from 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. That was hard, because we 
didn’t have time to play with our friends. My mother 
let me play baseball in my yard while I was supposed 
to be practicing piano. 

chucho Valdés took me to an intensely 
active music school when I visited 
the Havana Jazz festival in 1996. 

Chucho visited and played for us when I was in 
the schools; lots of famous musicians did. When 
I saw him play, I really knew I wanted to play jazz 
piano. 

What disciplines did you learn at Amadeo 
roldan and Escuela Nacional de Arte?

I always say the most important thing we have 
is classical music, because everything comes from 
that. The composer I prefer is Johann Sebastian 
Bach because he was a great improviser, and his 
creative approach is one of the best in music his-
tory. To play classical music you have to improve 
your skills and technique. It’s very important 
to become a musician, not just a piano player. 
Baroque music teaches you the different colors to 
endlessly vary your own music. I’m very happy we 
have classical music schools in Cuba. 

Who is important after Bach for you?
The other one is Beethoven. He could convey 

masterful ideas in two notes. He’d create a huge 
masterpiece from a simple repeated melody. That’s 
big for me because we have to give a lot of informa-
tion in a short time. 

I hear that in Yo. You’ll start a simple 
melodic idea over a bass line, and 
then overlay it with percussive ideas 
and a voice or chorale. Did you have 
piano lessons with chucho?

Indirectly—every time you’d go hear him, it 
would be a lesson! That might be a better lesson 
than reading books or a score, to watch how he 
interacts with other musicians. 

Did you have teachers who were 
particularly influential?

I was lucky that a Russian woman, Irina, gave 
me lessons personalized to my personality and 
learning style. I understood and identified with her 
as if I was looking in a mirror. At one time, you may 
remember, it was not allowed to play jazz in Cuban 
schools. Irina taught me how to respect the vari-
ous styles of music, and how to study both jazz and 
classical—but to separate them. One hour of jazz, 
then one hour of classical, but do not mix them up! 
Interesting. She started to listen to my tunes, and 
she’d make suggestions: Play this idea fast or synco-
pated, play that idea soft, develop this idea. 

she didn’t want you to mix the ideas up 
too early before you formed basic skills. 

Yes. Definitely. Then there were recordings. 
The first cassette that came into my house was 
Keith Jarrett. I was lucky—it was the standards. 
He’s really sensitive about using beautiful melo-
dies. The other side of the cassette was Bill Evans 
with Scott LaFaro. We hung that cassette on the 
wall and bowed to it: For me, piano started here! 
Then I heard Herbie Hancock, rock and hip-
hop. We searched FM [radio] coming in from 
the U.S.A. for good music. We’d tape it and hope 
the tape didn’t break. We listened to everything: 
Stevie Wonder, Iron Maiden, Quiet Riot, Ozzy 
Osbourne. I was into hip-hop but I didn’t know all 
the names. 

On Yo I hear a lot of bass lines and 
percussion, but not as much me-
lodic development as your earlier 
albums. Is that a concept thing?

Yes, I’m trying to simplify my philosophy of 
composing: Have more space, more energy. It’s 
more difficult to express more with fewer notes. 



This album is dedicated to my Afro-Cuban roots 
and the folk music from Africa. The beat and the 
bass add up to the heart of the song. The other 
thing is the color; each tune is a story I’m trying to 
tell. Every instrument contributes to the cadence 
like a different shade of paint, but the bass and 
percussion are the primary colors. 

Among contemporary pia-
nists, who do you like?

I respect all the pianists we knew in Cuba—
[Robert] Glasper, [Brad] Melhdau. Gonzalo 
Rubalcaba is really my brother. Yes, I know 
Osmany Paredes and Luis Perdomo; they are all 
good, and I’m happy that they come from Cuba, 
even though we don’t have the same style. They 
believe in what they do. We all have the same 
88 notes; the philosophy you apply makes the 
difference. 

Tell me about your influences, and 
how you developed your vocal style. 
Before Ibrahim ferrer, was there a 
singer with whom you identified?

Among singers, I love Abbey Lincoln. Pay 
attention to one song—“A Heart Is Not A Toy”—
that gives me goosebumps. You think the line is 
over but she adds a little grace note. … She goes 
beyond singing well, and shows the character to 
live what you sing, put all of herself in there. That 
was very impressive. 

The other song of Abbey’s is “Africa.” When I 
first heard Abdullah Ibrahim’s “Ismail” with that 
bass line, I knew I wanted my music to sound 
like that. Then I heard Abbey sing “Africa” and I 
thought, “I want my vocals to sound like that!”

Will any of your future proj-
ects involve poetry?

I’m working with the concepts of African aes-
thetics (Négritude) put forth by poets Aimé Césaire 
[from Martinique] and Léopold Senghor [from 
Senegal]. Also Russian poetry. I love poetry com-
bined with music. A concert, like a movie, can tell a 
two-hour story with a lot of detail and visuals. 

some people understand words 
easier than music, but you 
give them both—bam! 

I’m not interested in just being a piano player. 
A musician must have different ideas of sound. 

Your remixes on Yo—“80’s” and “Bi-
bisa”—use different keyboards.

If you make the right balance between electric 
and acoustic, people then will accept that elec-
tronics don’t hurt. Electronics can be the slave of 
music, but not the other way around. I like to com-
bine the sounds to make it a laboratory.

What other instruments do you 
play? Percussion? Mbira?

I love percussion. I would love to play mbira, 
but that’s more an opportunity for Africans. I’d 
love to mess around with drums more. In my first 
group, I played drums. It was a Beatles group. I 
was Ringo! I play congas a little, too.

Where are your African players from?
Cherife Soumano, tonight on kora, is from 

Mali. Étienne M’Bappé is from Cameroon, and 
Assane [Mboup] is from Senegal.

How does having the African guys in the 
band help your Afro-cuban identity?

It’s really connecting. We have this religion 
thing. My religion [Yorùbá] comes from Nigeria. 
We have a lot of things in common, and it makes 
a beautiful experience. We respect each other’s 
music, but we have different accents. 

Have you been to Africa?
Two times. Johannesburg, the first time. In 

Cuba, the most popular thing is salsa. I thought, 

“This thing came from Africa, now let’s see how 
they perceive my music.” They were screaming, 
dancing, paying attention to each note, under-
standing everything. “Now,” I thought, “I’m 
blessed. I can continue my music.” The second 
time, in 2012, it was Capetown. I was able to visit 
Robben Island, where Mandela was jailed. They 
gave me the key to Mandela’s cellar and I opened 
it! I was touching that history.

What will your next project be?
The story of Cuban music with imaging, film, 

stage show, dancers and horn players. It’s a top-
secret theme.  dB
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