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waldemar bastos

renascence
Renascence. Not so much a 'rebirth.' More of a renewal or a revitalization. Waldemar Bastos' new album contains much that his fans will find reassuringly familiar. His trademark dignity and authority. The warm, soulful vocals. The glorious guitar playing, both acoustic and electric.  But this is also Waldemar Bastos as we have never heard him before. 

Older and wiser, certainly. And yet also with more energy and passion, creating something dramatically new and fresh. Building bridges by using his music as a universal language that unites his African heritage with the ever-changing kaleidoscope of the life he now leads in contemporary Europe.  
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Much has changed in both the world and in Waldemar's life since we last heard from him, for it is now seven years since his last album, Pretaluz/Blacklight. In between there has been plenty of time to digest and to reflect - and there has been much to digest and reflect upon. Last year he traveled back to his home in Angola for the first time in more than a decade to celebrate the arrival of peace in his country for the first time in his life. This year he turned 50, another milestone that has caused him to take stock. Now on Renascence all of these experiences bear fruit. It's a record that not only summarises his life's journey but lends a new maturity and depth to his music so that it is, in a very real sense, the album of his lifetime. 

Helmed by UK/Jamaican producer and programmer Paul 'Groucho' Smykle (Gregory Isaacs/ Bad Audio Dynamite/ Black Uhuru/ Baaba Maal), Renascence was recorded in Spain, Germany, Turkey and London. The role of Smykle was vital in making the album. Waldemar likens the recording process to building a house, with the producer as his co-architect. They began by constructing the pillars in Spain. "We spent 30 days in Malaga making music day and night until the album took shape," Waldemar recalls.  From the outset, the pair shared a vision of bringing together African, European, Brazilian and other influences, a plan reflected in the musicians they assembled. "We would all eat together and one night I counted how many different languages were being spoken around the table. There were people speaking French, Turkish, German, Lingala, Creole and Portuguese, all united by the universal language of music."
The walls of Renascence were added in Berlin, were Smykle recorded Waldemar's vocals and guitar parts. In Istanbul they constructed the second storey, when a Turkish orchestra was added to the mix.  "I knew it was possible to make these connections," Waldemar says. "I've always loved the melodic qualities of Turkish music and I knew it was a natural fit." Finally, the topping-out ceremony took place in London, where the album was mixed. 

Many of the songs share the twin themes of hope and reconciliation. "My poems are my dreams of harmony and brotherhood. Between individuals and between nations," Waldemar says. "I put that dream into the music. I believe that one day all people - African, Asian, American, and European - will come together in peace." 

The ending of the civil war in Angola has been a cause for celebration. Yet even recent divisions elsewhere in the world have only served to strengthen Waldemar's faith. "After turbulent times, there has to come peace," he insists. "It's a necessity. We have to build bridges between people and songs are a way of doing that.  I have a passionate belief that music is about healing and making a signpost to a better world."

It's a passionate belief that resonates throughout Renascence. "It's not an African record and it's not a European record. And yet it is both at the same time and more," he says. "It's universal."
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There is also a strong spiritual thread to Waldemar's music. "God gave me this gift," he reasons. "He didn't give me my voice just to make money. He gave it to me to create something beautiful. It's a vocation, not a job. I feel artists have a big responsibility and an obligation through their music."

Born on the border of Angola and Congo in 1954, Waldemar Bastos started singing and making music at an early age. "Five centuries of colonisation meant that when I was growing up I heard many songs from many different cultures," he explains. As well as the African sounds he naturally absorbed from all around him, he heard a lot of Brazilian music and cites the Beatles, Nat King Cole, the Bee Gees and Carlos Santana as early non-African influences. 

But with an independence war raging, Angola was not an easy place to live. When he was still at school, Waldemar was detained and imprisoned by the Portuguese colonial secret police without reason. After Angola eventually achieved its independence in 1975, bloody civil war engulfed the country. Waldemar reluctantly concluded that this was not a climate in which musicians could develop and grow, and following a visit to Portugal in 1982, he decided not to return.  

Over the next few years he lived in exile in Germany, France and Brazil, where he recorded his first album, Estamos Juntos, for EMI-Odeon. In 1985, he settled with his family in Lisbon, recording his second album Angola Minha Namorada in 1990. It was followed by Pitanga Madura in 1992. 

Then ex-Talking Heads singer David Byrne by chance bought one of Waldemar's albums in a Lisbon record store. Entranced by what he heard, he tracked down the singer down and signed him to his Luaka Bop label for 1997's award-winning Arto Lindsay-produced album, Pretaluz/Blacklight. The album established him on the international world music stage and since then, Waldemar has toured America, Europe and the Far East. In April 2003, he went back to Angola for the first time in many years to perform in the national stadium in the capital, Luanda in celebration of the ending of years of civil war. "Going back was the key to this album because it was the first time I had ever seen peace in my country and hope and a belief in the future in people's faces. It was in that moment I heard the voice of my spirit telling me to make this record." 

Since then he's returned on half a dozen more occasions, ensuring that the spirit of his African roots remained a powerful influence on the record. "I wanted to blend traditional and modern elements, because the future is only possible when you know the past," he explains.

As he was beginning to make the record, Waldemar turned 50, a personal landmark which gave the record additional impetus.  "Half a century makes you pause and look back at your life. But you also have unrealized hopes and dreams so it's about looking forward too. That process informed the record hugely," he says. 

Today Waldemar Bastos has reached a point of serenity in his life that has resulted in his most potent and satisfying album to date. "I had a dream to put this record together," he says. "Renascence represents the full maturing of my music. It's deeper and bigger. I can't think of any other word. It's a synthesis of my life. I poured my soul into this record."

Note for publishers: more info and photos, please contact John Crosby at press/promotions on

0870 041 0576 or johncrosby@pressproms.demon.co.uk       www.pressproms.demon.co.uk
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