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Power Pop

Quetzal brings message of unity to CSUMB. 

Apr 20, 2006 

By Justin Klineman




All In: Quetzal, including Martha Gonzales and Quetzal Flores, pursue inspiration and inclusion through their music.

A lot of bands that are talented enough to sell records end up selling out. They sign away their name and image to some major record company in exchange for widespread promotion and a distribution deal. Some agree to water down their message in an effort to appeal to a larger audience. But Quetzal, one of East LA’s most celebrated Chicano rock bands, is too passionate about its musical vision to even consider it.

In a telephone interview with the Weekly, Quetzal Flores, a Salinas native who founded the band in LA in 1993, says his band’s collective goal is to “build a powerful base of musicians that both inspires and is inspired by communities.”

“Music,” he says, “has the ability to transcend all of these borders we put up between each other—physical and imaginative borders. It transcends language. It helps you remember things, whether it be humanity or a loss you may have had.”

Quetzal’s understanding of the power of music is reflected in its distinct sound, which can be described as a well-balanced blend of soul, Mexican and Cuban rhythms, rock and jazz. The band’s musical influences come from beyond the world of Latin music, and include Stevie Wonder, The Smiths, and Led Zeppelin.

“We just write music and then the instruments that we’re playing dictate how the song will be played,” says Flores. “We start composing and then let it all come out without thinking about how it’s going to come out. It’s an organic process.”

Another characteristic that sets Quetzal apart from traditional Latin rock bands is their lead vocalist, Martha Gonzalez, who does most of the songwriting for the group. Gonzalez, who is also Flores’ wife, earns acclaim as a singer, yet the poetic depth of her lyrics is just as impressive. Still, everybody in the group writes some of the songs.

“An important part of our process is participatory democracy,” Flores says. “Everybody has the right and the responsibility to participate.”

This inclusive philosophy illustrates a commitment to unity—a commitment apparent in Quetzal’s musical message. In light of recent developments concerning immigration, every member of Quetzal knows that now is the time for them to get that message out.

“I’m trying to take the angle of being supportive of my people,” says Flores. “We have a special song dedicated to the immigration issue. It’s called ‘Migra.’ It’s about the prophecy that the indigenous people who traveled south would eventually return to the north.”

Flores is no stranger to grassroots movements. In 1973, the year Flores was born, his parents, Roberto Flores and Consuelo Valdez, were organizing civil rights demonstrations with farm workers in the area. A short time later, they moved to Oxnard and then East LA.

“Part of the reason we left [Salinas] was that there was a lot of pressure from the FBI,” recalls Flores. “The cops were following them around and trying to get them to stop organizing.” Even so, pressure wasn’t enough to scare Flores away from politics.

Within the last month, Flores found himself on the front line for civil rights. “I was part of the demonstration in LA,” he says. “We played music the whole way.”

Because many CSUMB students have been actively involved in immigration policy demonstrations, Quetzal’s progressive ideas will likely be embraced when they play at the World Theater this Wednesday; that Quetzal is known for their high-energy is a spectacular bonus.

“It’s great to have fun and have parties,” he says, “but the other part is to get people to talk and start building.”

Quetzal plays CSUMB’s World Theater, on Sixth Avenue in Seaside, Wednesday, April 25, at 7:30pm. $25/general; $22/seniors; $10/CSUMB students. 582-4580. 
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