Gaby Moreno & Van Dyke Parks
¡Spangled!

¡Spangled! is a convergence more than a collaboration—of melodies, rhythms, languages, and history, both personal and political. In this musically exuberant and emotionally affecting ten-song set, ¡Spangled! chronicles and celebrates the migration of song across the Americas. The compositions that vocalist Gaby Moreno and arranger Van Dyke Parks have chosen, some dating back more than a century, each have their own distinct origins—a bolero from Panama (the classic “Historia de un Amor”), a bossa nova from Brazil (Targino Gondim, Manuca Almeida, Raimundhino do Acordeon’s “Esperando Na Janela,” popularized by Gilberto Gil), an elegiac ballad from the American Southwest (Ry Cooder, John Hiatt, and Jim Dickinson’s “Across the Borderline”). But it’s not where they’ve come from that matters as much as the places they have gone to, the ears they have reached. 

As liner notes author Betto Arcos points out, many of these tunes were heard in decades past via AM radio throughout Latin America and through popular songbooks sold to amateur musicians. The album title itself is a convergence, too: the blending of Spanish and English, a nod to the sparkle of the orchestral arrangements and to the shimmer of hope that can still be heard in our national anthem, despite the partisan din. Most importantly, ¡Spangled! is a convergence of two extraordinary talents from very different generations and backgrounds who found common ground in this Pan American songbook they both love. 

Gaby Moreno is a Guatemalan native who made Los Angeles her home almost two decades ago. She has established herself as a singer-songwriter with a repertoire incorporating blues, jazz, folk, and soul, performed in Spanish and English. Public radio listeners have gotten to know her as a frequent guest on Chris Thile’s Live from Here, while Latin American audiences were introduced to her via a million-selling duet with fellow Guatemalan Ricardo Arjona, “Fuiste Tu.” Moreno was awarded a Best New Artist Latin Grammy in 2013 and garnered a nomination for Best Latin Pop Album at the 2017 Grammys for her soulful self-penned collection, Illusion. And TV viewers may recognize her name as the co-composer of the theme for Parks and Recreation.

Van Dyke Parks is a storied composer, arranger, and producer who has worked with artists ranging from the Mothers Of Invention to the Beach Boys—as well as Phil Ochs, Harry Nilsson, and Little Feat, to name just a few. More recently, younger artists like Inara George and Joanna Newsom have sought out Parks. He studied at the American Boychoir School in Princeton and later at Carnegie Tech, where Aaron Copland was one of his instructors. Parks has been an actor, a record executive, and a score composer and arranger on many Hollywood films. But it was in the early 1960s, when he was performing with his brother Carson Parks at coffee houses in the beach towns just south of Los Angeles, that he began to explore and perform Latin American music in earnest. The sound was all around him, part of what had attracted him to L.A. 

Moreno and Parks first performed together a decade ago at Largo, the L.A. club famous for its impromptu artistic match-ups, when Moreno had a residency there with bassist David Piltch. As she recalls, “We chose whatever songs we wanted to play, mostly covers, from many different genres. And I started bringing songs that were well-known in Latin America. We brought guests each week, like Joe Henry and Victoria Williams, and one time David invited Van Dyke Parks. He came and sat in with us. He didn’t know what songs we were going to do, but we did Trio Los Panchos’ ‘Aquellos Ojos Verdes,’ a very traditional song from Mexico. He looked at me and said, ‘This is incredible, I adore this music. I played Spanish language music with my brother back in the sixties.’ 

“We had a really long conversation about how much we love this music and how amazing it would be to collaborate together. I remember him saying, ‘Send me a song that you love, just you and your guitar.’ We were talking about popular songs from Venezuela, and I chose ‘Alma Llanera.’ I picked up my guitar at home and recorded it very quickly. A few days later he sent me this incredible Midi arrangement. I was in shock at how absolutely stunning it was. And we just kept going from there.”

A few years later, Parks was sitting in a Berlin hotel lobby when he was approached by a man who told him he was the head of the biggest music festival in Europe: “He told me he wanted me to come and do a concert. I asked, ‘How big is the room?’ He said, ‘I’ll put you in the smaller arena. There will be 17,500 people.’ I said, ‘I’d look like a red ant on a watermelon. Can I have an orchestra?’ And he said, ‘No problem.’ The concert date was July 4, 2010, the festival was Roskilde, and I decided to do all songs that were Pan American. I wanted to present the world before the era of ‘The Ugly American.’” At the center of this concert, Parks decided, would be Gaby Moreno, a voice from Guatemala and the United States. And immigration would be the subtext, if not the outright theme, of the program.

Up until then, says Moreno, “We had been emailing each other. He’d send me songs from Latin America that even I hadn’t heard. He was introducing me to a lot of music that I should have known. That was a very wonderful thing, just going back and forth, introducing each other to different songs. The next thing you know, we had ten songs. But that was ten years ago. I had just found a label and was about to put out a solo project and go on tour. This would be such an ambitious project; we needed a full orchestra. It just wasn’t feasible at the time. Then he got invited to the Roskilde Festival and he asked me to go with him. We did a whole set of these beautiful songs from Latin America with the Danish Radio Youth Orchestra.”

[bookmark: _GoBack]With Moreno’s career on the rise and Parks in demand as an arranger and producer, finding time to put together an album was difficult. But the artists persisted, song by song, calling in players along the way. Parks brought in his veteran “Anglo squad”—guitarist Ry Cooder, guitarist Grant Geissman, percussionist Jim Keltner, and vocalist Jackson Browne, who duets with Moreno on “Across the Borderline.” He assembled chamber-sized string and wind sections and made them sound like a full orchestra and also brought in the marimba player Matt Cook. Parks has long been fascinated by the sound of the marimba, but it was only after he began collaborating with Moreno that he learned the marimba is the national instrument of Guatemala. 

Deciding on material along the way, Moreno explains, the pair would ask each other, “What’s a song from Venezuela that we could do? What’s a song from Puerto Rico? We were calling it our ‘Pan Americana’ album. We didn’t want to focus just on Latin America. We could use songs from the U.S. as well. I look at it as one continent, the Americas. It was important for me to bring those two together—and it was also important, because of these difficult political times we are going through, to speak about immigration.”

The opening track, Ry Cooder, John Hiatt, and Jim Dickinson’s thirty-year-old “Across the Borderline,” feels sadly contemporary; its somber mood is in contrast to the almost subversively buoyant “The Immigrants,” by Calypso star David Rudder. Most of the album, however, deals with universal matters of the heart. A romantic melancholy pervades much of the album, with its stories of lovers departed but still longed for on songs like “Historia de un Amor” and “Esperando Na Janela,” and of heartbroken wandering troubadours on “Nube Gris” and “Espérame en el Cielo.” There’s some high-concept fun, too, with the inclusion of “Delta Dawn” songwriter Alex Harvey’s “I’ll Take A Tango,” previously recorded by Parks’ friend Harry Nilsson and also drolly covered by British singer Cilla Black. It’s a sly pop song about the lure of the tango, written by an American country artist fed up with rock and roll. Moreno embellished it with some Spanish–language lyrics of her own.

“The Immigrants” was released on July 4, 2018 as a preview of the long-awaited album. Written by Rudder in 1998 in the aftermath of the brutal assault of Haitian immigrant Abner Louima by members of the New York Police Department, the song is an anthem for immigrants of all kinds—about hope, determination, and empowerment. There’s jubilance in Parks’ arrangement, grit and confidence in Moreno’s vocal.

As Parks recounts, “I felt this anthemic tune could entertain as well as inform—and change hearts. It has a political punch, while also being joyful and underscoring how our culture is refreshed by immigrants like Gaby, and how those who arrive here can really redefine, and help build, America. As Phil Ochs observed, ‘In such ugly times, the only true protest is beauty.’”

—Michael Hill
