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RICARDO COBO

Interviewed by JULIA CROWE

RICARDO COBO describes his present home-
town in Las Vegas as a competitive environment,
yet he finds that the challenge, along with the
climale, suits him. If you lake a look at Cobo's
overall career lrajectory, it's clear that he has
never been shy about laying down a solid [oun-
dation while maintaining the inlent to carve out
his own path.

‘The guitar scene in Cali was small,” he says.
It was smnall then and still is now, so 1 decided
lo study in the United States. The Peabody
Conservatory in Baltimore was my first choice
because 1 wanted to sludy with a recognized
teacher like Aaron Shearer, whom 1 eventually
followed to the North Carolina School of the Arts
in Winston-Salem. 1 had an F-1 visa at the time
which allowed me to remain in the US as a stu-
dent. After 1 [inished my graduate and Doctoral
work with Bruce Holzman 1 was awarded an
“Extraordinary ability” Visa which enabled me to
work and perform freely.’

Cobho began his studies at the Antonio Maria
Valencia Conservatory in Colombia when he was
13 years old and recalls taking a class from Abel
Carlevaro in Bogota.

‘As a young teenager I was really laken by
Carlevaro. He turned musical study into a sci-
ence with an approach that said if you did the
sum ‘a + b’ then you would get 'c’. 1 was fasci-
nated with how he had organized teaching into
a graded method. Al that age, I wasn't
focused on sound quality or emotion but rather
on learning basic technique and he gave me
much hope. Whal Carlevaro offered was a rea-
sonable alternative to the prevalent notion al
the time, which was, you'd better play like
Segovia or else you're screwed. lle created a
method Lo help musicians become competent
without injury.

‘Later when 1 studied with Aaron Shearer, I
learned to develop sound, musical ideas, and a
solid lechnique based on proven principles. The
objective here was flawless phrasing, even tem-
perament, legato playing and consistency.
These two teaching styles complimented each
other.’

Cobo eventually moved to a brownstone apart-
ment shared by four other musicians in the Hell's
Kilchen district of New York, where he lived for
ten years while entering and winning several
major competitions in Europe: the San Juan, the
Tarrega, the GFA and the Alirio Diaz Competition
in Venezuela, to naine a [ew. During this time he
also worked as a studio musician in New York
throughout the '90s al lhe Essay and Angel labcels
doing jazz and jingle work.

‘Tve found thal work in New York lends to be
won more by word-of-imouth and heavy lobbying,’
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Ricaro Cobo.

Cobo explains. ‘While Vegas is straight-up and
commercial—il's about your ‘look’ and what you
can do on the spot, live and in the studio.’

Cobo recorded an album ol Leo Brouwer's
Guitar Concertos, Concierto Elegiaco and
Concerto de Toronto for the Essay label, followed
by Leo Browwer, Guitar Music, Vol. 1 (Naxos).

‘1 was fascinated by Brouwer's work as a
teenager, absolutely taken by it. 1learned near-
Iy cverything he had published and eventually
met him as an adult in Caracas while competing
in the Diaz competition in 1990. We became
fast friends. For any one to deny his importance
as a composer for Lthe guitar, I would say is
absurd. Ilis music was idiomalically ground-
breaking and innovalive, but it sounds Lradi-
tional compared to what you hear loday.’

Determined ‘not to wind up in the Heililz cook-
ie cutter mold or classical music mothball box,’
Cobo worked at the Shakespeare Feslival in
Utah, performed at scveral private partics in Las
Vegas and dccided to leave New York altogether.

‘My decision to move to Las Vegas was based
on the wish to get away [rom the crazy purist
attitude inside classical music and Lhe percep-
tion of the guitar. Las Vegas is relatively new 1o
Lthe classical guilar, and because entrenched
perceptions of the instrument do not exist there,
I knew I could build a lot of interesl [or guitar.
Initially, what really pushed mc to move was Lhe
endless beauly of places like Zion, Bryce,
Escalante and Red Rock. Being in touch with
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Lthese magical places has changed my quality of
life,” Cobo says emphatically.

If it took a few East Coast card sharps to turn
a railyard worker’s gambling ditch into a multi-
million dollar glitlering gaming paradise, smack
in the middle of a desert, Cobo is clearly intent
on applying his own business savvy here Lo
increasc the profile of the guitar. You won't tind
him replacing Roy Horn at the Mirage club any
time soon, or fending off nearly extinet white
tigers and snow leopards with the broad side of
his guitar; however you will find him playing
corporale gigs in-belween running numerous
recording studio projects.

‘All the industry conventions pass through Las
Vedas. You name il: automobile, electronics,
hotels, the adult film industry... For example, [
played a Spanish program [or executives of La
Ghinta Inns.’

If youre curious to know whal program he
played at the adult film industry convention,
Cobo’s quick response is, Tangos.’

‘Bill Gates had Sting come to his house and
paid him £500,000 to play three songs. You see
this in Vegas all the time. If the opportunity is
there [or me, 1 lake it and Lhe besl parl is that I
get to introduce my music to an appreciative
audience and have lhem walk away thinking
about the guitar in a new light. 1 play a wide
variety of gigs in town and classical music is not
a priority. It's the level of awareness that I'm
determined to raise,” he says.

Comparing lhe music scene in Las Vegas to
downloading music on the Internet, Cobo adds,
‘People wanl fasl, easy access and loud music
right now. Classical music represents the
antithesis of this. Gulitar is still the cool, Latin
and exotic instrument you hear at smaller gath-
erings. Listening to guitar on your iPod is an
even more intimate affair. Regardless of where
you play, qualily is sometlhing you have 1o main-
tain yoursclt - it's something you learn from
having worked on the East Coast.’

Cobo’s unique approach landed him a lucra-
tive opportunity to make a children’s music CD,
Guilar Lullaby (Ellipses Arts), which was first
marketed through the Gaiam/Harmony mail
order catalogs, purveyors of new age spiritual
and environmentally-sound products. The
album quickly won a slew of awards from the
American Library Association to Parents’ Choice
Awards to a mention from Gramophone maga-
zine for being one of the finest new classical
recordings.

‘When Ellipsis Arts approached me about
doing this project, I initially had some trepida-
tion. Thcy asked me to create an album with
various songs and lradilional lullabies. They pul
a lot morc carc into thc production than any
other recording project I've worked on, providing
an acoustician and a music therapist who spe-
cialized in children. Il was an elaborale
process and turned into a best-selling album.’
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It is with little surprisc that Guitar Lullaby
includes Sergio Assad’s Morning’s Rag [rom his
Children’'s Cradle Suite, Leo Brouwer's
Berceuse, Um Amor de Valsa by Paulo Bellinati
and Sunday Morning Overcast by Andrew York,
among other pieces, proving that Cobo is deter-
mined 1o injecl inlelligence inle a commercial
format.

1 love the slage bul in a dillerenl way than
most. 1 do not want to spend thirty ycars play-
ing perflecl concerls ol museum music for olher
guitarists in perfect halls. I want to write,
arrange and record original music with other
amazing musicians and perform in a varicty of
venues including the web. It's my belief the
classical music environment has to change or
else it’s going to be pushed into an even smaller
slot than it is already.

1 caught a clip of jazz trumpeter Wynton
Marsalis on tlhe Llelevision programme, The
Charlie Rose Show, where he said, ‘Music is peo-
ple” Music is the echo of the poetry of the
struggle people go through every day. Classical
music can be done well in many unusual sel-
tings if it is presented properly and allows you to
reinvenl yourself. Today, pop culture is winning.
Mediocrity and spin captures the spotlight. I
am nol sure whal the answer Lo Lhis conundrum
is, but one of my goals is to remedy this by
repackaging and re-recording {radilional music.’

Cobo is currently focusing on performing
works by vounger Cuban., Venezualan,
Caribbean, Colombian composers such as,
Eduardo Martin, Harold Gramatges, El Indio
Figueredo, Gentil Montana, Alejandro Wills,
Juan Vicente Torrealba, and Rafael Olmos.
Somc arc original picees for guitar, but with
composers like Figueredo, Wills, and Torrealba,
Cobo has transcribed from folk harp. He is also
looking into transcribing works for guitar from
unique and historical 18th and 19ith-century
Colombian piano pieces.

He is currently recording a variety of music
and preparing three albums for release next
vear (label information will be forthcoming.}
One album is of Cuban music for guitar and
percussion with upright bass and includes some
Brouwer arrangements that Cobo says have
never been previously performed.

‘The second album is of traditional repertoire,
my father's favourite music: the kind of pieces
you play at your first rccital, like Barrios, Villa-
Lobos. 1 plan to release it before Father’'s Day.’

His third album will consist of ensemble music
with the guitar, saxophone, violin and flute and
will include Cobo’s owrn arrangements and orig-
inal tunes with the tango and bandoleon on
some lracks.

These days Cobo is teaching privately and
offers short consultations, which is as much as
his busy recording schedule will allow. When
asked aboul how he developed his dynamic,
powerhouse playing style, he says, ‘I'm not a
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weak personality. I'm intense and present. 1 cannot
help but be whor I am - it’s genetic and in my soul.
1 have (0 commect with something grealer than my
guitar.

‘It becomes a real drag to play perlect concerts and
by that I mean perfect noles. That was a 70s aspi-
ration - to play perfectly all the lime. The rcal goal
is to connect and share and communicale a joytul
version of life, to bring awarcness and elevation. So
for this reason, I am not into academic playing.
Sometimes people become ‘professional’ students,
which means theyre great at copving music. Great
artists do their own thing and put out something
special.

‘Aaron Shearer taught me how Lo cornitrol my play-
ing and achieve a standard that would allow mc to
perform at a high level consistently. From Bruce, |
learnec how to do something special with the music
and connecl it to the beauly of living. My whole life
I've wanted to be on stage and convey the joy of
playing. [ get a good deal of satisfaction from not
hiding behind the guitar, while al the samc time not
letting ego and vanity gel in way.’

In the middle of this interview Cobo had to answer
the door Lo sign for a delivery from Colombia.
Belween the sounds of wrapping paper tcaring
away, | hear him exclaim, ‘This is so good—my
mother just senl me one of my uncle’s paintings.’

‘My uncle was a wonderful painter who studied
architecturc during WWIIL. | grew up secing his
paintings around the house and the images never
left me. They were just emblazoned on my nind.
Having spent precious time with him as a kid, |
learnied [ had a talent for painting. When he died.
he lelt his work in the family. My mother has jusl
airmailed me this large painting from Colombia,
It's of a bullfighter fighting in the ring. 1 love to
painl and studied graphiec design myself, along with
compuler graphics. Painting and playing compli-
ment each other in profound ways.’

Our conversation veers to the buzz surrounding
Tom Humphrey's distinclive painted guilar, which
Cobo played al the Mannes New York Guilar
Seminar this past summer.

‘Humphrey has always siruck me for his remark-
able vision and conviction about guitars. [ own
three of his Milleniums, which all have powerful
sustain, focus and projected sound. With Tom, it’s
not about how accurately you play his guilar but
whal you do with the palette of sound and how you
manage all the machinations of colour. You find that
what lurns you on in lerins of complexity, colour
and potential is what makes you say, “I can design
a beller musical line on this instrument”.

T find olher popular makes of guitar lo be very
predictable, which is fine if thal is what you want.
But I enjoy responding to the paramcters of the gui-
lar and his are particularly clastic.’

Cobo happily divulges that he has recently mar-
ried his girlfriend Julie in a ceremony where guests
hiked up the scenic Zion Canyon in southern Utah.
Wilh backpacks in low. A ycar ago, they had hiked
up this same canyon on a seven to eight hour trek
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and found themselves lost on a yellow plateau, sur-
rounded by crevasses and two enormous walls,
which he describes as being like the Grand Canyon,
only a much smaller version.

‘We made il down to the road in the pilch dark.
terrified we'd be jumped by a cougar. We had one
torch belween us with a dwindling set ol batteries,’
he says. Apparenly they had bolh vowed, unknown
to each other at that moment, that if they managed
lo make it back to town alive, they would marry
each other.

Since Cobo usually hikes wilth a Yamaha back-
packer and often brings along scores of music that
he is either arranging or learning, he probably had
less to fear than he might have realized. Perhaps we
should reconsider that earlier Roy Hormn remark -
that all it would (ake to allay any desert. cougar
would be a Las Vegas pro with a bullfighler's spirit
and some serious [ullaby chops, grounded in classi-
cal guilar.
www.ricardocobo.conm

Ricarde Cobo’s Discography:

2005- Music For My Father -Ricardo Coboe performs time-
less music from his childhood. Works by Barrios, Villa-
Lobos and Brouwer. Spring 2006. (Solo Guitar).

2003- Guitar Music from Latin America -Ricardo Cobo
performs Latin standards by Villoldo, Salgan, Morel,
Piazzolla, Reis and others. NAXOS 8.557329[DDD] 2003.
[Solo Guitar).

1999 Walking on the Water -Ricurdo Cobo plays new
music by American composcls Larry Cooperman, John
Major and others. ESSAY /ALLEGRO. CD 1073. [DDDj C.
1999.

1998 CAFE 1930 -Ricardo Cobo-Guitar, Marc Gould-
Trumpet, Gordon Gottlieh-percussion. Jazz. Spanish and
Lalin orchestrations of Gismonti, Piazzolla. Lecuona,
Granados and others. ANGEL/EMI. [DDIC. 1998,

1993 Tales for Guitar -Ricardo Cobo plays groundbreaking
solos by Piazzolla, Brouwer, DBrolons, Dvens, and
Koshkin.ESSAY/ALLEGRG. CD 1033. [DDT3] C 1993.

Fall 1994 The Guitar Concerti of Leo Brouwer -World pre-
micre recording of Concierto Elegiaco #3 and Concerlo de
Toronlo. Ricardo Cobo performs on localion in the Ukraine
with the Pro Musica Kiev Orchestra. Richard Kapp, Cond.
ESSAY/ALLEGRO. CD 1040, [DDD] C 1994.

Spring 1994 @Quiet Time/Guitar Lullaby- Music for chil-
dren and thcir parents al bedtime. Includes original music
hy 5. Assad, F. Kleynjans, L. Brouwer. P. Bellinali, A, York
and others. Relaxation Cou. BIPCD 7510, [DDD] 1994.

2000 Papa’s Lullaby- Lullabies from around the world
sung by fathers for their children. ELLIPSIS ARTS, [DDD]
2000. (Instrumental arr. And vocals).

2001 Mediterranean Lullaby- Lullabies
Medilerrancan ELLIPSIS ARTS, [DDD] 2001,
collection of solos and mixed inslr. /vocal).

Irom the
[Original

Fall 1995- The Complete Solo Guitar Works of Leo
Brouwer -Ricardo Cobo performs four volunics of the com-
plcte published and unpuhlished solo works of Leo Brouwer,
NAXOS [DDD]  1995-1999. VOL. 1 [releasc 4-97).

Spring 1993 Greatest Hits for String gQuariet -Ricardo
Cobo is featured in selevtions from Bocherini to Schuberl
with members of the Philharmonia Virtuosi. ESSAY/ALLE-
GRO. CD 1036, [DDD] C 1993.

Fall 1993 The Guitar Foundation of America -Winners
Circle 1982-1993. Featuring Selections of the GFA's most
celebrated winners. GFA Recordings, [ADD] 1994,

1992-1996 The Television Concerts Naticnally Televised
Concerti by Brouwer and Rodrigo with the Orquesta
Filarmoénica de Bogold and Orquesta Sinldnica de Celombia.
Inravision Television Video. Copyright 1992,
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