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Foreword: A Simple Habana Trajectory

by Arturo O’Farrill

In January 2024, I spent a week in Havana, the land of composers Moisés Simons (whose life inspired elements of A Simple Habana Melody), Ernesto Lecuona, and indeed, the protagonist of this novel, Israel Levis. I was touring around Habana Vieja, gazing upon El Capitolio, Parque Central, Teatro Nacional de Cuba, Teatro Karl Marx, and, of course, the neighborhood of my father’s childhood, Vedado, with its stately homes, expansive streets, and plethora of banyan and royal palm trees.

My father, “Chic” O’Farrill, was a famous composer, widely considered to be one of the architects of Afro Cuban jazz, the practice of layering jazz improvisational practice, jazz harmonies, and jazz structures over Cuban rhythms such as mambo, rumba, and cha cha cha.

He was also a dear friend of the late Oscar Hijuelos.

My father originally moved to New York in the 1940s but relocated permanently in 1964. He had a ritual in which he’d turn off the lights, sit in front of his stereo, fix himself a Dewar’s and soda, and listen to everything from Messiaen to John Coltrane and back for a solid two to three hours. So in our household growing up, music was the campfire around which we circled for warmth. I remember being eleven years old and getting on the M104 bus to go to the Manhattan School of Music Preparatory Division armed with my Bach preludes and Mozart sonatas. I remember watching my father composing in the little studio in the back of our apartment, a cigarette burning in the ashtray, a highball close by. I remember watching him conduct and rehearse, rehearse and conduct. I remember the crazy parties my parents had that lasted late into the night, with guests from all walks of the Afro Cuban jazz world. Crazies like Tito Puente, Machito, Graciela, Dizzy Gillespie, and all manner of folk who tended to drink to excess and smoke “jazz” cigarettes. My older sister and I, though generally a little frightened of their raucous behavior, were entranced by the strangeness of these “larger than life” characters.

Oscar Hijuelos and his lovely partner, Lori Carlson, were always there. I remember Oscar because he was quieter than most. He had a gentle demeanor and he intently listened to you, even if you were just a stray kid in an adult setting. He also had the most intense stare, a laser-like focus—he looked at you like you really mattered.

Thing is, I think he truly believed you did.

My father was also quiet in these settings, and it took me some years to understand why Oscar and Chico had this same stance. Then it hit me: They were both of Cuban and European bloodlines. They had the Cuban work ethic and bravura, the stoicism of far northern beginnings, and, of course, Afro Cuban rhythm running through their blood, a unique combination that resulted in self-control and passion.

What many people don’t know is that Oscar was also a musician. He played the guitar, and beautifully too. Among my father’s musical friends, none of them ever asked me to “play” with them, let alone took notice of my infatuation with the scene. I was already playing professionally when I met Oscar, performing in jazz clubs and at weddings and bar mitzvahs when I was in high school, but it would still be some time before the immortal Cuban bandleader Frank “Machito” Grillo would ask me to perform with his band at the Monterey Jazz Festival, which would be my breakthrough performance. But Oscar knew I would become a musician and, in fact, ultimately asked me to perform at his wedding to Lori, not because I was his friend’s kid but because he genuinely appreciated my music, the way I played.

In A Simple Habana Melody, the primary fugue subject is the wondrous unrequited love of Israel and Rita. Though Oscar and Lori’s relationship was fulfilled, it was equally awe-inspiring. They were inseparable but not in a cloying manner. Lori’s work as an author and her brilliance as an intellect were never overshadowed by her Pulitzer Prize–winning husband. Being with them was a reminder that partnerships can be a sanctuary from the workaday world of contracts, deadlines, book signings, and awards. I saw this same kind of love between my father and mother. When I was older, visiting the Hijuelos home on West 73rd Street on the Upper West Side was like stepping into one of the settings of A Simple Habana Melody. Israel’s home and studio as described in the book remind me of the nook-and-cranny tchotchkes that occupied every square inch of the Hijuelos place. The home of my childhood was the same—we had porcelain figurines, commemorative plates, even a full-size mannequin known as Lola who stood watch over the bar and met you as you entered our apartment.

This was where I’d habitually find Oscar. He’d be holding court with whoever else was visiting my parents, expounding knowledgably about composer Gustav Mahler, singer and pianist Bola de Nieves, string theory, or any number of other topics. His breadth of knowledge seemed encyclopedic. It was always late by the time these gatherings whittled down to just Oscar, Lori, Chico, Lupe, and Lola, the wooden bartender.

Besides playing the guitar, Oscar could play a mean bongo, and he understood the continuum between Beethoven and Chucho Valdés, between the Beatles and Orquesta Aragon. (There is a traceable musicological relationship between these artists, though most listeners would rather safely encamp themselves in familiarity and genre specificity.) If you read this book (and in fact all of Oscar’s books), you will appreciate his profound musical understanding and the resulting musicality of his prose. He doesn’t write about music and musicians; he writes like a composer or instrumentalist. Every phrase, every sentence, every articulation, every dynamic, every stroke is tied to the whole. These are exactly the types of issues that matter to great composers (and hopefully careful listeners).

Take, for example, the rhythmic cadence and melodic construction of a beautiful riff from the section titled “Little Memories”: “… his soul separated from the plump and amiable body that was its carrier, drifting into that palace room and grasping the bells as they passed him by, Israel happily floating inside a wondrous and supernatural place, as if through the soft folds of God’s own heavenly cloak.” Listen to the groove of that phrase; luxuriate in the cadence of the closing pitch. If this is not words masquerading as music (or vice versa), I don’t know what is.

It’s not all just about music, though. The descriptions of war-torn Europe and the personal sexual ambiguities and foibles of Israel Levis paint a picture of a human being whose music-driven existence too often overshadows the more common quest for “happiness” (whatever that is). Happiness is a vague word that is often used as a place holder for vapidity or even immediate gratification. Like Israel, I don’t believe in happiness, but I long for solace and contentment. In this sense I think Oscar is remarkably like the character he created—a human being ruled by an aesthetic, a culture, an upbringing, with a gift for shaping these contexts for life into an understandable form.

Music is perhaps the greatest abstraction known to man. It is devoid of visual solvency. It is a conceptual encounter that causes the most visceral feelings and takes you on a profoundly personal inner journey. When I was twelve, I listened to the orchestration of Maurice Ravel’s Le Tombeau de Couperin and had no understanding of how the dissolution of chromatic harmony worked. All I knew was that when the strings took over the melody from the woodwinds in the prelude, I would cry, experiencing an existential crisis that, at that age, I should have had no business having.

This is really the genius of this book—using abstraction to elicit visceral experience. It is the trademark of Oscar’s writing and the goal of every storyteller, whether they are holding a saxophone, a pen, a camera, or standing en pointe, in large settings or local bars. We hope to lead our beloved listeners to a place where they feel something they may never experience or identify as an experience. We are flying, falling, leaping, gyrating, cavorting, all so our friends can come on a journey that can change their lives.

Now that I think about it, the obsession with beauty, the need for grace, the relentless work ethic, the feelings of great romantic love, the intolerable schedule, and, of course, the corpulence and Cuban/European descendance might be the exact reasons why I was asked to write this foreword. At first, I wasn’t sure I was the right person to introduce such a deeply personal story about a composer/pianist of Cuban descent. What do I know of touring, deadlines, sonata allegro form, celli, and tubas? What do I know of tone rows and mojitos? Whole-tone scales and vaca frita? What have I to do with puppet dictatorships, regimes, blockades, and chants of imperialism? Who am I to have political ideologies, historical understandings, and a fierce pride in the people of a tiny island nation who have defied every hardship possible to have a worldwide impact on culture, art, and history?

After rereading this novel again as an adult, it turns out quite a bit. I too am like Israel Levis, a composer and pianist of Cuban descent. I work on ballets and operas and perform my own Grammy Award–winning music around the world, constantly in transit from Philadelphia to Detroit, Miami to Mexico City, Guanajuato to Dhahran, Fujairah to Santiago, Chile, bringing my sound to listeners around the world. The travel, the long hours at the piano, the seeming indifference toward my own personal happiness—in some ways, my journey as a musician parallels Israel’s.

Sometimes we get lost in the pursuit of beauty. Sometimes we forget to nurture relationships in the pursuit of professional goals. Sometimes we miss actually finding ourselves in the pursuit of agency and authenticity. In my case, reading about Israel’s struggles reminds me to look carefully at my own existence and reassess the priorities that help me define myself. The man I am today is forever grateful to Oscar for this beautiful work that I now so obviously identify with. I hope you will similarly find yourself in his masterpiece.
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