reviews


Ska Cubano, Casino Sounds, Jamaica and Cuba are musical powerpoints so rhythmically explosive and so distinctive that their geographical proximity (a mere hundred or so miles apart) seems almost dangerous. For this highly entertaining album, Natty Bo of London ska band Top Cats travelled to Santiago in eastern Cuba to find out what might have happened if early 1960s JA rude boy sounds had caught on in the heartland of the Afro-Cuban son. 

It’s the album’s great strength that it actually sounds like an old record. The horns have just the right degree of blaring distortion, and the fact that Cuba once had pockets of strong Jamaican influence perhaps explains the ease with which the musicians reproduce those remorselessly pumping “mod“ rhythms. Juan Manuel Villy’s chocolate-rich baritone floats gorgeously over the blasting Barbaro del Ritmo, while Bo’s lighter voice seems to speak directly from 1962. It feels slightly academic at times, but such criticism seems churlish when you’re hearing what is probably the party record of the year so far. 

Mark Hudson  (The Daily Telegraph)

Ska Cubano

Well of course! Now why didn’t I think of that before? You might well ask after listening to “Ska Cubano”, the debut album concocted by London’s ska king Natty Bo and the Hep Cats of Santiago de Cuba. Jamaica and Cuba being so close together and all, you would think this type of fusion was quite simply logical, inevitable even. But if other projects have already been hatched, none come even close to this one in terms of musicality and subtlety. Throughout the album, whether it be the Cuban or Ska element that is spotlighted, the energy of each partner in crime is preserved while their encounter naturally gives birth to a new and fresh groove. Even when covering such legendary tunes as ‘Babalu’ by Margarita Lecuona, here with a fat ska beat backing the Afro-Cuban rhythms and chants. A daring and courageous challenge that has been skilfully met. One can only ask for more. Otra!

Marushka  (MONDOMIX)
"an excellent fusion... rocking bass tunes and great re-interpretations of Cuban classics... 

so good I am playing it continuously..."


John War  (Afrolatina.com)

Unquestionably a canonazo, a smash hit, this disc is also as complex an artefact as anything swimming in the oceans of fusion; and vastly more entertaining than most. Concocted by a strange crew of fake Jamaicans, London venture capitalists and the cream of Santiago de Cuba’s musical margins, this is the only work to approach the stature of Cubanismo’s wonderful Mardi Gras Mambo. Lurking dormant for four decades in the Eastern tip of Cuba, reckoned Nathan ‘Natty Bo’ Lerner, Jewish ska man extraordinaire, is an affinity for the music of Santiago’s near neighbour, Kingston. Senor Bo set out from Thamesmead to re-inculcate into Cuba the spirit of the Skatalites. In Santiago, the team recruited brass players, singers, ,roots changuï treseros and marimbalistas, and set about arranging old Lecuona or Oscar Calle classics, plus a sprinkling of lovely strutting vintage Colombian cumbias. The results bring tears of happiness even to think about - jumping back-beats, swathes of brass, scattering rim-shots and bursts of paila, clarinets skirling against trombones, and a tangle of funky keyboard tumbaos. Apart from the classics, there are rare gems such as the fun-drenched ‘Who’s Afraid of the Big Bad Wolf?’ and ‘Con El Chan Chan Chan’, the latter recalling the Guaracheros de Oriente of beloved memory. The arrangements, by Natty Bo, are great, in spite of the odd seam showing. High point of the show, his brilliant vintage soneo outshadowing Bo’s carefully turned repro Jamaican vocals, is one Juan Manuel Villy, alias Beny Billy, a freelance Santiago miscreant-about-town, and a star in the making, but then so are all the members of Ska Cubano. 


Reviewer: Philip Sweeney (Songlines)
SKA CUBANO

Skip into a parallel universe where the hottest musical development is Ska Cubano, the meshing of unstoppable Jamaican rhythms with crazy Cuban brass.

Ska! The compulsively danceable sound that rocked the clubs of Jamaica in the late `50's and early `60's and opened the way for world domination by reggae. (Bob Marley and his Wailers started life as a ska band.)

Cuba! The most musical country on earth, the source of a large part of the great Latin music of the last century and of many of the world's hottest popular musicians.

Put them together and you get an exhilarating fusion: irresistible rhythm plus soaring flights of melodic imagination.

Ska culture was introduced into the east (Oriente) of Cuba by missionaries from linea 1. Several fiestas, countless bottles of rum and wild descargas were followed by great new arrangements of Cuban classics. Several ska bands now perform in Santiago de Cuba.

The cream of the musicians recently came together to form a ska supergroup and, under the direction of British ska fanatic Natty Bo, to record.

12 musicians on stage
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