Somos o no somos…I’m a hippie;  I’m a yuppie;  I’m a nuyorican poet;  These are terms used by many to describe their sense of belonging to a generation or a movement.  I feel that I belong to one of those too.  Although nobody has given it a name, I can walk down any street in Old San Juan and point out these individuals and the projects they are involved in.

We are dedicated to creating alternative lifestyles within the urban experience of San Juan.  We believe that San Juan has the potential of becoming one of the great metro-politan centers of the world and that a vibrant counter culture is instrumental to that end.  

We need a great city.  We have a great affordable university.  We have a new museum of art and a museum of contemporary art in Santurce and the conservatory of music is moving to a colonial structure in miramar.  But we still need a car and a couple of hours in traffic to move from one to another.  Even if we decide to bike it, we might go by a couple of neighborhoods that would not be safe after-hours.  To the extent that we can properly reurbanized and plan for the unification of Old San Juan, with Miramar and Santurce, all the way to Rio Piedras and the university, we will get closer to that great city that we need.  Through our individual projects and perhaps votes or activism we are committed to working for that goal.  Some of us are going even further, following Michael Moore’s advice and running for office.  The reknown music sociologist Angel Quintero (Chuco), author of !Salsa, sabor y control!, is running for PR’s House of Representatives under the theme of a habitable city.

We believe in working for ourselves and strive to make our projects as independent from the man (“el tipo”) as we possibly can.  We are well prepared academically and have a committed dedication to our projects.  We believe that art, undervalued by “el tipo”, should be approached as an self-endeavor (auto-empresa/gestion).  We are determined to do whatever it takes to make our projects viable and durable.  What it usually takes is the undescribeable hardwork of the artists themselves.  

“I personally know some who after dedicating eight hours a day to their instrument, spends a couple of hours sending e-mails and making phone calls to promote their project, another couple of hours learning pro-tools (the music editing program) on the new computer they max’ed out their credit cards to purchased, and then they have to go to work to pay the rent and put food on the table.”

We do not produce commercial art, meaning the art which main purpose is to satisfy an existing demand.  We produce cultural projects, those who gain credibility through years of producing great quality innovative work.  The dependance on the artists doing-it-all, may take years to overcome, but the ownership of the body of work produced will never be at question.

The long term commitment to continuity directs our attention to the economic viability of the projects.  We need a degree of conformism to achieve legitimazy.  These projects need the organizational capacity to get and maintain all the permits and other paperwork , for instance non-for-profit status,etc.  Many projects have been financed in full by someone’s credit card, even when subsidized by the Instituto de Cultura the money won’t make it out of the bureaucracy for 6-12 months if you are lucky.  At the same time, these projects need to compete in the same field as “el tipo”.  Although they are not envisioned to sell, there are many examples of projects that have become economically successful.  Artists like William Cepeda, Tito Auger, Andanzas, Cultura Profetica, Denis Mario, Cultura Viva, etc. have created their own markets of customers who respect and demand their work.  

We might be alternative and underground but we don’t want to seem exclusive and certainly don’t want to burn any bridges.  I have a couple of things I would like to respectfully say to “el tipo” myself, but I won’t throw him out from one of our activities as long as he pays for the price of admission.

As a movement, we do have a lot we want to say.  When there is a demostration or a strike, teatreros and musicians are usually first in line with performances, stilts & costumes, and comparsas; again adding color and swing to the event.  Singer-songwriters, urban poets, hip-hop artist, and grafiteros dedicate themselves daily to social commentary.  But perhaps, in contrast to earlier generations, we are not willing to put at risk the continuity of our projects for some political radicalism that could alienate some or even anger “el tipo” enough for him to direct his powerful ire at our projects.  

During the strike against the privatization of our telephone company, I did not have the Café Theater yet and I was able to participate in confrontations with police and line-brakers utilizing all necessary means to protect our patrimony.  When it was time to expulse the Marines out of Vieques, I commited civil disobedience and took groups of students to the protestor occupied beaches.  But with my name now on a liquour license, indispensable for the viability of the café, I could not risk a felony conviction and get arrested.

The building that houses the Nuyorican, was owned in 1974 by the church by a bohemian priest named Father Bernard who leased it to a cooperative of artist, led by Carlos Irizarry, for a percentage of their profits which of course never existed.  They created “el Centro Nacional de las Artes” which had an art gallery, dance studio, and resident plastict artist who are now some of the most successful and best paid in Puerto Rico.  They had workshops for kids and the community and the overwhelming retrospective thought of those describing the effort is that it could have been so much more if it had continued.  The center was closed when Carlos went to jail after his performance art defense for claiming to blow up a plane did not work in federal court, the way a similar defense worked in local courts for the Dorado stunt he pulled off during the republican national convention.  Are we less socially committed or have we learned from our predecesors.

We do have our revolutionary heroes like Tito Kayak that we support.  A couple of years ago, I took my salsa band to perform at a concert benefit for Tito’s “projects” at Goddard College in Vermont.  Two weeks later he successfully pulled the Statue of Liberty stunt.       

In the global sense, our struggles against “el tipo” are part of anti-neoliberalism and anti-privatization movements. 

About a year ago, we had a poet revolt at the Nuyorican Café.  Polito Huerta, one of Salsa History’s greatest bass players, a founding collaborator of the Café, and a not incredibly subtle person, had complained to some poets about the offensive nature of some of the language used towards women.  The poets thought that the comments had come from “the administration”, thus braking our non-sensoreship policy and all hell broke loose…the poets even picketed outside the café for several Sundays.  This experience encouraged the poets, to this point only joined by being on the open mike list toguether, to get organized as a cooperative and discuss many issues.  We discussed the incident with their representatives and pointed out that the non-sensorship policy did not only applied to what the poets said but also to how the community might respond to it.  The poets are now discussing quality and content in their meetings and to some extent a self-legislation of the urban discourse is in the consciousness of the slams…a politically correct urban discourse.

So what is it that brings us together?  Maybe it is not as important or necessary for us to define ourselves ethnicly, or to dedicate our life to a specific social cause.  Furthermore we are working against a homogenous definition and would appreciate anybody from anywhere who dedicate themselves to residing and working towards adding swing to our city, like Maritza.  

I think it is the understanding of the long-term work to be done and the solidarity that all these projects in progress require.  When a theater group presents a play, or a musical project has a concert, there is a conciousness of having to be there…we sometimes refer to all those present as “co-conspirators”.  We want to be defined by the product, the success, and the quality of our collective works.    

Why do we identify ourselves as the Nuyorican Cafe?  For many of us, New York epithomizes the ultimate urban multicultural experience and the nuyorican counter culture is our closest example of what we are trying to achieve.  Perhaps we are more like urbanoricans.   

We are not necessarily an oppressed minority.  We don’t necessarily come from the ghettos, but neither are these ghettos what they used to be.  The east village/losaida closet is renting for over a $1,000 a month and there are restaurants and boutiques everywhere.  The swing brought by the work of the nuyorican community, including a literary generation and a musical genre, was instrumental in that revitalization.  The Nuyorican Poet’s has now a steady stream of turists nightly.  But the subculture still exists, maybe much more diverse internationally and socially.  And is not only happening in the barrio and losaida exclusively, It is happening in many urban centers everywhere.

The transformation of Salsa is analogous to the nuyorican movements’ development.  Salsa was created by a bunch of talented cats, not necessarilly all nuyorican in identity but in membership, who did what they had to do (including taking money from the mafia) to keep their projects together and producing for LA MUSICA.  When the artist lost control of the projects to “el tipo” (in this case the multinational labels), the music lost its swing.  The labels decided that a pretty face, a bunch of studio musicians recording their tracks individually, and plenty of promotional cash would suffice.  No need to create a new “personal” sound, the same arrangements and musicians could be recycled for each pretty boy.  The result was the decay of Salsa as a genre where no new significant orchestra has come out with its own sound for more than 30 years.  

Today, after all those lost years, there are several projects coming out of Puerto Rico, New York and San Francisco who are dedicating themselves to creating music together and are commited to continue their work for as long as it takes.  Each member, independently of their instrument, is contributing to the collective sound.  These artist are requiring owneship over their projects and budgets, like Jimmy Bosh who borrowed another 70’s term to title his first album…Salsa Dura.

How many of us are there?  Not many, despite our best efforts we attempted to take our little Café Theater project and produced a Festival in the 4,000 seat Tito Puente Anfitheater with singer-songwriters, urban poets, flamenco and bomba dancers, the best jazz composers and performers in the island together with the most popular hip-hop artist.  A beautiful event covered by all the major newspapers in the island and less than 700 people showed up. A $20,000 dollar lost absorbed by the nuyorican café that almost threatened our subsistence, but we are committed to our projects and those of other urbanoricans or neo-nuyoricans or whatever the product of our work defines us as.  Through our continuity we will continue to create our own markets.  Unfortunately our poll of potential customers will overwhemly re-elect Rosello, the most corrupt administrator our little colony has ever had.  But then again you guys are reelecting Bush and as Kerry said in the debate “which is the worst mistake?”

political correctness ***

Political correctness ->doing the right thing

Thoughs about PR politics and colonial situation

Separating the cultural from the political

Our diaspora, not coming to other cities to survive and get by, we want to succed

Are we working toguether or individually?  

Nuyorican as an ethnicity vs a movement, self-identity vs getting things done.    Urbanrican, or whatever, 

