
KAL
RADIO ROMANISTA (Asphalt Tango CD ATR2009)

I had this experience that I may have already related to you. I was watching
the Taraf de Haidouks DVD and when it ended my television came on. It
was tuned to PBS, which is the American Public Broadcasting station, and
they were running an old Lawrence Welk show. (PBS schizophrenically
tries to find an audience, so they run really creaking stuff like Welk but
then they throw up Eric Burdon or Jim Morrison to try to snag a younger
audience -- which is actually the up-&-coming geriatric crowd.) Anyway,
there was Myron Florin playing his accordion, and other beloved
characters, and I cannot tell you what I thought because it is potentially
libelous. Welk and his 20-piece band played polkas and other Eastern
European music that had remained popular in the USA but it was so
devoid of life, so reduced to cartoon formulae, that it was just bland
musical earwash. When you hear real gypsy music, like this new KAL CD,
you realize how it is a living evolving entity, and so slippery you can barely
grasp it. This is Rock 'n' Roma: punk energy suffused with the spirit of
dispossession. Though are punks more socially alienated than gypsies? So
it's doubly disconnected from the mainstream. There is great guitar (lead
singer and guitarist Dragan Ristic), violin (Vladan Petrovic is outstanding)
and two accordions, but also a clarinet shows up as well as other guests. I
guess the Clash are an influence, not just from the title: You can hear it in
the vocals, some of the tempi, and Goran Savic's drumming. It's been three
years since Kal's debut CD, which featured lots of guest vocalists, and they
went from being an obscure Belgrade bar band to touring ceaselessly,
playing festivals in Europe and the USA, but it paid off because now their
sound reflects three years of pushing themselves to explore and excel. This
CD represents their live sound and their diverse and highly original
repertoire.

NOVALIMA
COBA COBA ( Cumbancha CD9)

As in other fields, world music survival is about being versatile and
adapting. In 1995 David Byrne put his imprimatur on The Soul of Black
Peru, prompting the first marketing push of Susana Baca. But a decade ago
Afro-Peruvian music was still a fresh concept when Network Medien put
out their Musica Negra series, culminating in the two-disc set Musica
Negra in the Americas. Pepe Vasquez emerged as a major exponent of this
type of music, and Novalima made a promising international debut on the
Mr Bongo label in 2005. Now here they are again, on the neophyte
Cumbancha label, and they return with a stronger sound. It's dubbier,
there's more hints of Colombian electronica. Funnily enough the traditional
Peru Negra stuff like "Africa Landó" (a reworking of "Ritmo del Negros"),
is almost quaint by comparison to their more edgy experiments. But then
"Kumana" has a heavy insistence like Afro Funk inhabits the cajon. There's
salsa dura, soca, break beats and sampling! In short a smorgasbord of
Afro-Latino sounds. It's solid. There is a hint of the Sidestepper album I
loved so much in 2008, and that may be the result of the British studio
production of Toni Economides (who has worked with Nitin Sawnhey,
among others). The band has branched away from the pop sound of their
earlier album into a denser more richly layered complex soundscape with
ALL Latin styles under consideration. To pull it off without sounding like a
hodge-podge is a real achievement.
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