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Acclaimed Percussionist Raphael Cruz Comes to Chico's House of Jazz 
by triCityNews columnist Craig Dowd 

 
ASBURY PARK – The four conga drums are staved and 

single-headed and stand in front of Raphael Cruz in quiet 

anticipation, waiting to be played. Perched behind them on 

a bar stool, Cruz appears regal, or scholarly, like your 

favorite professor spotted in a nightclub. His fingertips, as 

if searching for a pulse, rest gently on the skin of two 

different drumheads, both of which bear the bruises and 

scuffs of the stories they’ve translated.  

  

Cruz cuts a figure that is distinctly Caribbean: he’s trim 

for his age, with skin the color of bisque; his angular 

features, framed by two swaths of silver hair that cascade 

from his temples down to his shoulders in tight, lustrous 

curls, are without wrinkles; his wardrobe is wispy and 

muted, a man always dressed for vacation; when he enters 

a room, he exudes the vitality of someone who spends his 

afternoons in the sun playing beach volleyball or dancing 

with beautiful women. 

 

But the people haven’t clustered around the bar inside 

Moonstruck, Asbury Park’s finest restaurant, to stew over 

Cruz’s enviable tan; they’re here for his hands, lined and 

leathery like an old baseball glove, but powerful. Every 

week the people come back, wanting to listen to them, 

feel their magic, as if Cruz were a legendary masseuse 

and not just a musician with a weekly gig. 

  

He studies for a brief moment the conga drums, or 

tumbadoras, as though asking them, Where shall we find a 

story? In response, the hands begin to move, to brush over 

the drums like a man operating four different iPads at 

once. His response is a clave rhythm, the repetitive five-

stroke foundation of all Cuban and Latin jazz, and from 

which, in search of open space, he’ll no doubt stray.  

 

The pace is quicksilver, rising up like a rehabilitated 

bird begging to fly; Cruz’s hands move with such 

instinctual ease it’s like he’s unaware of his instrument,  

he’s sprinting through a dark forest with his eyes closed. 

Within the clave’s framework, Cruz layers it with new  

ideas, dashing in and out of the rhythm like a game of  

 

Jenga played in the dark. What was once a placid room 

now feels like a car chase through a labyrinth of old Cuban 

streets, and, just like that, a statement rolls from your 

tongue, it’s indisputable: The man’s an architect, you say.  

 

Locked in with the piano and bass, a horn player dives 

into a Latin-tinged melody. Cruz glances around the 

bandstand and nods in approval – they’re in the zone. As 

he unravels a smooth foundation over, under and around 

which his band mates continue to seamlessly glide, it’s 

apparent that Cruz is doing in the cyclical world of Latin 

jazz what is, essentially, antithetical: he has burrowed into 

the beat, and, like a New Orleans watchmaker high on 

Benzedrine, is tinkering with time. That is to say, he’s 

swinging. 

 

In mere minutes, Cruz has found the freedom to build 

his own world, and in so doing has sacrificed more than 

meets the ear. Sure, listen and you can hear him tapping 

out a fable, layering chapter after chapter with rich 

African, Caribbean, and Puerto Rican history. Look and see 

his movements tug on every forgotten thread of modern 

music, from salsa, mambo, songo, timba, and bebop, and 

finally all the way back to its Bantu origins. It has brought 

him in direct connection with figureheads, pioneers: Tito, 

Chano, Mongo. But this is something else. It’s intensely 

personal, it’s exploratory and hungry. This is undeniably 

“Raffi.” 

 

Cruz has paid a price for his individuality, though: the 

traditional Latin and Afro-Cuban mold is far less flexible 

than straight ahead jazz, leaving Cruz in no man’s land. 

Despite the brilliance of his landmark album “Bebop 

Timba,” which was nominated for a Grammy Award in 

2004, Cruz remains virtually anonymous. (This writer first 

caught wind of Cruz as a college student, shortly after 

“Bebop Timba” was nominated for Best Latin Jazz Album, 

where his Afro-Cuban interpretation of the Miles Davis 

composition “So What” completely altered his point of 

view on the much-derided genre of jazz fusion.) 

 

 

Cruz, who was raised in Santa Domingo, has chosen 

individuality over uniformity, bringing to the strict, on-

the-beat sound of Latin music the distortion, after-beats 

and playfulness of jazz and fused it with the catchy riffs 

of classic rock and R&B he heard growing up in Puerto 

Rico, just one of many musically rich locales Cruz has 

called home. 

 

To preside over a set of conga drums is to edit an 

exhaustive anthology of traditions, folklore and magic. 

Dizzy Gillespie introduced Cuban percussionist Chano 

Pazo to the American public in 1947, and Western music 

was changed forever. (Cuban polyrhythms had to be 

absorbed and understood before groove and funk music 

could even exist.) Not unlike his predecessors, Raphael 

Cruz is someone who straddles traditions – generations, 

even – and has transmogrified the cross-fertilization of 

conflicting cultures and theories into high art.  

 

Away from the lights, though, this is just a story 

about a man and his music – Raphael Cruz and the 

conga – fused together in a clave beat.  The dividends of 

reading this story are those wholly of first -hand 

experience: to witness a man who bequeathed himself  to 

the anonymity of art emerge, once again, as an 

innovative yet primal storyteller. To stumble upon the 

magic of Cruz’s trade, as though walking into a 

transformative wardrobe. This weekend, Cruz will be 

sitting behind the conga drums to give to Asbury Park the 

most ancient of readings – skin on skin. Just be sure to 

listen to his hands. 

 

Raphael Cruz  will play Chico's 

House of Jazz on Saturday, 

May 21st, at 9 p.m. 


