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BY JORDAN LEVIN - Sunday, 11.21.10 

The singer Concha Buika worked musical magic on Saturday night, transforming a litany of love's agonies -- 
loss, loneliness, hurt -- into a triumphant expression of life. ``I've lived all my life thinking love was a dangerous 
cure, and I died so many times,'' Buika told the adoring, roaringly appreciative crowd that filled the Knight 
Concert Hall at the Adrienne Arsht Center. ``But at the end, dying of love is a lie. There's never an end.'' 

In the three years since she made her U.S. debut at Little Havana's Manuel Artime Theater (presented by the 
Rhythm Foundation, which co-presented Saturday's concert as well), this Spanish-African singer's musical 
capacity and ability to captivate an audience have grown enormously.  On Saturday she scatted like a jazz 
singer, howled with earthy blues power and flamenco's torn-from the gut rasp, slid effortlessly into soul-rending 
melodic sweetness and swung like a Cuban sonero. 

Backed by a stellar trio of European-based Cuban musicians (the marvelous pianist Ivan ``Melon'' Lewis, bass 
player Dany Noel, and drummer Fernando Favier) at one point she even improvised as if she were a fourth 
instrument, her voice ricocheting in wordless rhythmic and harmonic counterpoint in a way that seemed to stun 
her band. 

But more than her virtuosity, it was Buika's emotional connection to the audience and the music that made the 
approximately 2,000 person crowd feel as if they were in an intimate cabaret. All the songs she performed 
Saturday dealt with the tension between the pain of lost love and its irresistible, necessary allure. Though her 
current U.S. tour (which ended Saturday) is named for her latest album, El Ultimo Trago, a tribute to classic 
Mexican ranchera singer Chavela Vargas, many of the songs Buika performed in Miami were contemporary 
ones from her previous two CD's, including the title tracks, Mi Niña Lola and Niña de Fuego. 

But all reveled in the vertiginous emotional cliffhangers of romance, a path Buika hurls herself down with spine-
tingling verve and intensity. ``The years have taught me nothing,'' she whispered throatily in Trago, before 
exploding with such glorious abandon that she made jumping off an emotional precipice seem irresistible. Also 
new was Buika's confidence and command of the stage, talking and joking with the audience, even veering from 
tragedy to comedy and back mid-song. ``I forgive you'' she sang in Volveràs (You'll Return), then whispered 
mockingly ``as always.'' 

``I've screwed up a lot of things in my life, but I feel the responsibility to rise above them,'' she said to introduce 
Recuerdos (Memories). ``All life, all music depends on one basic movement -- forward.'' 

Here's hoping Buika keeps exploring musical ecstasy and agony, and taking the rest of us with her.  
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by Alice Winkler - November 2, 2010 

 

To be born with a good singing voice is an accident of good genes. But what makes a good voice become a 
great one? For some singers, the answer is years of training. For others, it's life in a church choir. But this is the 
story of a singer who says that what you hear in her voice is freedom. 

The singer is Buika, born and raised on the Spanish island of Mallorca, as the child of African immigrants. It's a 
little surprising to meet Buika for the first time. She's beautiful, with high cheekbones, almond eyes and a Lauren 
Hutton gap between her teeth. But her body seems far too petite to contain such a gigantic voice, and not 
statuesque enough to have once been a Tina Turner impersonator in Vegas. She says she remembers the 
audition well. 

“Beautiful and amazing girls with long legs and, you know, 
high shoes, like this, at 11 o'clock in the morning," Buika says. 
"I found myself a little bit lost."  

But Buika was a struggling single mom, and she really needed 
the job. So she simply conjured Tina Turner, her savior when 
she was growing up in Spain. As the only black kid in town, 
she says there was no one else to show her how to do her 
hair, how to dress or how to be in the world. At the audition in 
Las Vegas, Buika got the job. 

"I’m brave like her," Buika says. "That was what happened, that I was brave. I was like, eh, this job is for me. 
Sure, I know that I cannot speak in proper English. I know that I can't sing in proper English. I don't care. This job 
is for me. Because Tina is gonna help me tonight. But I don't need her voice anymore. I got my voice." 

The story Buika tells of how she got that voice begins before her birth in Equatorial Guinea, a tiny country on the 
west coast of Africa. Forty years ago, after the country won independence from Spain, Buika's father joined the 
elected government. But the president became one of the world's most murderous dictators, and Buika's parents 
fled, settling in Mallorca. They lived in a Roma Gypsy neighborhood where they figured they'd never be found. A 
couple of years later, Concha Buika was born. Most of the Gypsy kids had never seen a black person before, but 
they accepted the little girl and taught her flamenco. Buika says that if she'd been born in Africa, her voice would 
have been entirely different. 



 

"If I were born there, I think that my voice will sound as a prisoner's voice. Like in jail," she says. "Because when 
you grow in those types of countries, you don't recognize freedom." 

And freedom, according to Buika, has become the key to her voice. The political freedom she inherited from her 
parents, certainly, but also emotional freedom, psychological freedom, even sexual freedom. She is openly 
bisexual, and once married a man and a woman at the same time.  

Taking FreedomTaking FreedomTaking FreedomTaking Freedom 

One of the first freedoms Buika won for herself, growing up in Mallorca, was from those who would try to hold 
her back. The Gypsy children may have embraced her, but others did not. 

"They kicked me out of the church when I'm a little girl because they said I'm singing like a dog," she says. "They 
didn't want me to sing there anymore. Because you hear my voice, obviously it's not very clean.  But watch out 
what happened with me then later." 

What happened was that she paid the priests no mind, and as a teenager, started singing in jazz clubs, 
eventually working with one of Spain's biggest producers. He once called her "the most liberated woman on 
earth," and the freedoms keep coming. Just last year, Buika worked with the legendary, gun-toting, 91-year-old 
singer Chavela Vargas. Vargas, she says, unlocked the prison door of loneliness for her — by explaining that 
women need loneliness to create, without interference. 

"So, to me, [it] was like a boom. Like a big boom in my head," Buika says. "Because I was so scared of 
loneliness. So scared of loneliness. Because when you are alone, you hear yourself. And I didn't want to hear 
myself." 

Buika's voice has an intensity and a power that's hard to define. And it's there whether she's singing flamenco or 
soul or electronica or the blues. Today, she says she finally feels free to sing whatever she wants. 

"We singing from the same places," she says. "We talking about the same needs. And we're talking about the 
same hopes. And what I feel like when I'm singing, we don't need the hope anymore. Hope is for people who 
wait. And I don't want to wait no more. I'm not scared anymore. I'm not scared of myself. Of my things. Of my 
fear. Of absolutely nothing. And that's music." 
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Super-chic even from a distance in its cross-generational, cross-national, cross-stylistic 
pan-Latinism, “El Último Trago” (“The Last Sip”) is a concept album that transcends its 
concept. The singer Concha Buika, who is in her late 30s, grew up in Majorca of 
Guinean ancestry; Chucho Valdés, in his late 60s, is Cuba’s standard-bearing pianist. 
Here they’re dealing with a half-century-old repertory: songs associated with Chavela 
Vargas, the Mexican ranchera singer. 

 
Ms. Buika has been an all-rounder, purring over house music tracks and working for a time as a Tina Turner 
impersonator in Las Vegas. But her three experimental flamenco records made with the Spanish producer and 
musician Javier Limón since 2006 have steadied her. Ms. Buika has taken the cante jondo singing style of 
flamenco — dynamic, microtonal, starkly emotional — and added her own elements. She has a husky, layered 
and imperious voice, something like Nina Simone’s but more flexible and virtuosic. 
 
Ms. Vargas, who is still alive, was a cultural hero of the 1950s and ’60s because of her caustic, combustible 
singing style and sexual forthrightness. Ms. Vargas transformed the implications of ranchera songs that were 
meant to be sung by men, and Ms. Buika and Mr. Valdés transform them again, with Cuban and Spanish 
elements: rumba, chacha and flamenco. Apparently the recording session, in Havana, took only two days. It’s 
hard to believe, given how thoroughly these songs have been reoriented. 
 
Mr. Valdés plays clean, powerful piano over a skeletal band, with a bassist, two percussionists, occasional 
trumpet and flamenco guitar; he dictates the harmonic atmosphere of the tune and plays florid but compact 
solos. Ms. Buika, for her part, is stunning on a line-by-line level. The first three words she sings in “El Andariego” 
(“The Restless One”), a song of love lost and regretted — “Yo que fui” (“I who left”) — rattle you with their instant 
momentum and deep swing. Sometimes she opens up her imposing voice until it cracks, as on the choruses of 
“Se Me Hizo Fácil” (“It Was Easy for Me.”) 
 
There are explosive moments like that all over “El Último Trago,” including on the voice-and-piano-alone title 
track. Ms. Buika’s singing can get so inflamed that, good as it is, you’re sometimes tempted to stop the record 
and take a breather. But this is a way of being true to the source: Ms. Vargas’s singing can evoke much the 
same reaction. What distinguishes Ms. Buika is her discipline, her ability to get close to the brink of the maudlin 
without falling in. And whenever the songs head toward that kind of emotional overspill, Mr. Valdés’s subtle 
arrangements work as a buffer. Don’t worry: you’ll make it to the end. It’s worth it. 
BEN RATLIFF 



 
 

Review: Buika & Chucho Valdes Review: Buika & Chucho Valdes Review: Buika & Chucho Valdes Review: Buika & Chucho Valdes ---- 'El Ultimo Trago' 'El Ultimo Trago' 'El Ultimo Trago' 'El Ultimo Trago'    
 
 

From Tijana Ilich 
 

TTTThe Bottom Linehe Bottom Linehe Bottom Linehe Bottom Line    

Concha Buika and Chucho Valdes joint togehter to celebrate the music of legendary 
singer Chavela Vargas. Recorded in Havana, El Ultimo Trago is a jewel of an album for 
those who love boleros, a blend of Buika's powerful voice, Valdes' stylish piano and the 
infusion of swing and jazz elements that make old classics shiny and contemporary. 

'El Ultimo Trago''El Ultimo Trago''El Ultimo Trago''El Ultimo Trago'    

Known for her eccentricities as well as for her haunting, gravelly voice, Chavela Vargas was born in Costa Rica, 
moved to Mexico as a child and then spent the next five decades mesmerizing audiences with her interpretation 
of rancheras and boleros. She turned 90 this year.  

A few years ago, Concha Buika met Vargas in Madrid and, after an encounter where Vargas wouldn’t let the 
Majorcan singer get on stage to sing with her, they became fast friends. So when Buika decided to pay tribute to 
Vargas on this important anniversary, she recruited Cuban pianist and famed Irakere founder Chucho Valdes 
and director Javier Limon and headed for Havana, where a group of talented local musicians joined the duo in a 
live recording session that was uninterrupted for nine hours. The result is El Ultimo Trago, also the name of one 
of Vargas’ hallmark songs.  

The twelve tracks on this album are all songs that Chavela Vargas made famous on disc and prestigious world 
stages. There’s a similarity between the gritty voices of both singers but that’s where the similarity ends.  

Buika interpretation of these familiar ballads is poignant and soulful, but she redefines them with a jazz or swing 
edge that does nothing to change the feel of the songs but does add a more contemporary flavor. Chucho 
Valdes delivers, as always, a distinctive and bravura performance. With a light, jazzy touch on the piano, Valdes' 
playing is distinctive and classy while never overpowering the singer -- although it's difficult to think of anyone 
overpowering Buika's strong and potent voice. The local musicians are sparse but tight and Carlos Sarduy’s 
trumpet solo on “Luz de Luna” is a noteworthy addition to the popular tune.  

The album includes “Soledad,” “Sombras”, “Las Simples Cosas,” “Somos” and eight other popular, familiar 
boleros that prove why these classics never get old.  
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MADRID -- Buika wends her way toward a 
dimly lit corner of the funky bar in the Hotel de 
las Letras off the boisterous Gran Via, her 
pretty face lighting up when people stop to 
compliment her on her recent concerts. On 
tour now for more than half the year, she 
cherishes her time at home here, most of 
which she spends in her recording studio and 
with her 10-year-old son, Joel, the two 
cornerstones of her life.  

The stage also serves as her home, the place 
where she lets go all inhibitions. She sings 
plaintively of love, loss and joy, her repertoire a combination of her own compositions, Spanish ballads and 
jazz standards. "I feel safe when I perform," she says. "I can say whatever I want to say. The music makes me 
feel beautiful." 

She talks to audiences as if they are old acquaintances. "How are you doing?" she'll ask them in her husky 
voice, and she actually listens to the answers. "People come to the theater to be loved," she says. "I want to 
fulfill their need." 

Famous in Europe, Buika sets out to conquer the United States on her upcoming 15-city tour, which runs from 
Oct. 15 to Nov. 20, kicking off in Chicago, then hitting Cleveland, Denver, Houston, New York, Los Angeles 
and Miami, among other cities. Though she has performed in New York, most of the country has never seen 
her before. Now Americans can discover why she wins comparison to icons Billie Holiday and Nina Simone.  

 



 

In 2007 Jon Pareles wrote in The New York Times, "Sad love, crazy love, bad love, joyful love, life-or-death 
love: those were what Concha Buika sang about in her magnificent New York City debut on Friday night at the 
Brooklyn Academy of Music. While the lyrics were in Spanish, the emotion was luminous and unmistakable." 

Her last two albums earned Latin Grammy nominations, the latest, El Ultimo Trago, a tribute to Mexican singer 
Chavela Vargas with Cuban pianist Chucho Valdés. Famed filmmaker Pedro Almodóvar cast her in his 
upcoming film, La Piel que Habito, starring Antonio Banderas and Marisa Paredes. And last month saw the 
release of her duet with Seal, "You Get Me," on his CD Commitment.   

"Concha's a special being," says Vargas. "Since my first encounter with her more than five years ago, I felt she 
had a special aura. I have seen her grow amazingly as a person and as an artist."  

Buika slides into a chair and orders coffee. A small woman, she changes hairstyles according to her mood, 
today drawing it back from her face with a scarf. She proudly opens galleys of her new book, a rich collection 
of photographs, poems, songs and reflections, which she compiled over the past two years. 

She says she has more to say than she can work into her songs, and she likes to take pictures to catch 
moments that would be impossible to translate into words. She often brings her camera onstage and shoots 
into the audience, as if she were in her own living room. 

"I wasn't always so comfortable with myself," she says. "When I 
started out, I felt I had to wear makeup and dress a certain way. 
But slowly that's all gone. Now I just think of all the information I 
want to give everyone. We all have so much inside us. We help 
each other when we're open. We learn from each other's stories -- 
if we can only be honest."   

Her search for openness led to her decision to move to Miami this 
winter. "I love the United States," she says. "It's much freer than 

Europe. I also am tired of being stopped for my papers in Spain. Blacks are still outsiders here. I don't want to 
be an outsider anymore." 

Buika, who is 38, has traveled a rough road. The child of political refugees from Spain's African colony, 
Equatorial Guinea, she was born in and grew up in Majorca, Spain, a beautiful island where her family 
numbered among the very few blacks. "I could not do anything," she says, "without being judged." She found 
solace among her "Gypsy friends," Spain's Roma people, learning flamenco in the process.    

 After her father left the family for a post in his country's new government, her mother cleaned hotels and 
offices to support Buika and her five brothers and sisters. Without a steady income, they had to move from 
hotel to hotel. It was always a struggle. 

 



 

But through all the difficulties, music reigned in her home -- African songs, American R&B and her mother's 
beloved jazz. By her teens, she had enough gumption to find work in the tourist hotels as a vocalist, soon 
earning the title "the Spanish Tina Turner" for her talent in R&B and soul.  

Hoping to gain a wider audience, Buika moved first to London and then to Las Vegas, where she performed 
her Tina Turner act in the big hotels for two years and learned English from singing American songs. Her move 
to another country would have taken guts in any case, but it took even more courage for Buika because by 
then, she had a 2-year-old son. "I learned by simply living," she says, "by my mistakes and by taking care of 
my little boy." 

On her return to Madrid, Buika began singing in clubs, feeling more confident from her Las Vegas experience 
but not really sure how to attract a recording company. She's never been one to enjoy hanging out at night or 
socializing with people in the music industry. She prefers her home, family and friends.  

Finally, one evening, the renowned jazz trumpeter Jerry Gonzalez overheard her performing "My One and 
Only Love" in the club below the one where he was playing and, tremendously moved, began to accompany 
her. "You can't believe how I felt," she says. "It was as if a hand had reached out for me." Inspired by his belief 
in her, she started writing songs, coming up with more than 100 in two years. He found her a record company. 
And in 2006, her song "Mi Niña Lola" soared to the top of every chart in Spain. She was on her way. 

Now Buika is on her way to a new life in Miami. "I can't wait," she says. "I'll be near the sea. Immigrants' 
children never feel like they belong anywhere. I feel rooted through people, not places. I have good friends 
there to welcome me, and of course Joel. I don't want him to feel like an outsider like I did. That's the least I 
can give him."  

 


