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History
 Born in Santiago, Chile, Pablo Sanhueza is Kansas City’s 
premier Salsa/Latin jazz musician and bandleader. His family 
immigrated to the United States for some of 
the same reasons that led our forefathers here, 
“My parents came to the U.S. in the 1970s as 
political exiles,” said Sanhueza. 
 Because of a polarizing political opinion 
from left- and right-wing politicians of the 
late 60s, the thriving country of Chile began experiencing 

that overthrew a democratically elected left-wing government 
and launched nearly two decades of right-wing, military-ruled 
dictatorship and a national depression, “� e coup changed 
everything including society and economics. � e government 
began imprisoning people with opposing views. Also, they ex-
pelled people from the country that didn’t look like they were 
native Chilean. My parents grew tired of the unrest and wanted 
a better life; freedom and prosperity.”
 � is better life led Sanhueza’s family to the shores of New 
York City and then to the heartland of the Midwest— Kansas 
City where his father worked as an electrical engineer and 
his mother as a cultural reporter. � is year marks Sanhueza’s 
fi fteenth year of showcasing his love for Latin jazz and as a 
celebration of his art, I want to share his infl uences, style and 
legacy with you.

Influence
 It’s amazing when you sit down and talk to a person, you 
can discover how much you have in common. For many Afri-
can-Americans, music began in the home or church, for Pablo 
Sanhueza, the experience was the same, “I learned to play music 
in my home. I believe that music is something that happens 
at home… family celebrations involved children entertaining 
guests. We played instruments, mostly drums. We danced and 
sung music of our culture. It was natural. It kept us busy and 
developed our interests.”
 Sanhueza’s musical infl uences were broadened by the mu-
sic played in his household, “I remember the music of Irakere 
echoing in my home.” Founded in the 70s, Irakere is a Gram-
my award-winning Cuban band founded by pianist Chucho 
Valdés. � ey are known for innovating both Afro-Cuban jazz 
and Cuban popular dance music. Also, Irakere was known for 

using a wide array of percussion instruments like batá, abakuá 
and arará drums, tumbadoras also known as congas. 
 “I also love ingenious music like music by Inti Illimani.” 
From Chile, Inti Illimani is an instrumental and vocal Latin 

American folk music group. � e group was formed in 1967 by 
a collection of college students and gained a huge following in 

Chile for their song Venceremos (We Shall Win!) � is song 
became the anthem for the Popular Unity Government; the 
government that was overthrown in the 70s Chilean coup.
 From this conversation, I learned that Sanhueza was 
infl uenced by the love and celebration of family, the beat and 
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“This year marks Pablo’s fi fteenth year of showcasing his 

love for Latin Jazz and as a celebration of his art...”

This year Pable Sanhueza celebrates 15 years
of leading Latin jazz in Kansas City
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a political party uprising which lead to the 1973 Chilean coup
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story-telling ability of the drums and the vocal chats that in-
spired positive change.

Style
 An affl  uent percussionist, Sanhueza’s favorite instrument 
is Bata, a double-headed hourglass shaped drum. Traditionally, 
the instrument is used primarily for religious or semi-religious 
purposes of a native culture, “I love the Bata drum. It is very 

spiritual in nature. It tells a story that people can connect with.”
Sanhueza’s musical style consist of Afro-Cuban, the earliest 
form of Latin jazz mixing rhythms with jazz harmonies and 
techniques of improvisation very similar to Bebop; Andean 
music, original chants and melodies that were born in the 
Andes region in South America; and Nueva Cancion meaning 
“new song,” a type of music which is dedicated to social good. 
Its musical and lyrical content advocates for social and political 
change. Sanhueza brings his musical style to three diff erent 
bands that he leads…
 Kansas City Jazz Orchestra, a collective of intercultural 
and intergenerational artists from the Afro-Latin American 
diaspora; Kansas City Latin Jazz All-Stars, a mid-size ensemble 
of artist that mixes salsa and Latin music with contemporary 
sounds of today Calle Vida, a “street-life band” who maintains 
a grassroots presence of providing dance music to the people.
 On any given night or at any venue in the metro area, you 
may see this collection of artists performing the culture of Salsa/
Latin jazz for the masses.

PABLO SANHUEZA  CONTINUED

Legacy
 As we celebrate fi fteen years of artistry from Sanhueza, we 
discussed his thoughts on the state of Latin music in Kansas 
City, “Its complex! For many years, people’s perceptions were 
that Latin music was merely a cultural arts experiment… it 
existed only for people of Latin descent. But now people’s per-
ceptions have changed, and the music is more mainstream … 
it’s really a cultural arts experience. My hope is that the music 

and culture can continue 
to deepen and invitations 
from people of Latin decent 
will be extended to present 
the music in major venues 
versus what tends to happen 
with art…  people that are 
not connected to culture are 
invited to present the art to 
the bigger venues.”
  Sanhueza says his big-
gest accomplishment is stay-
ing relevant all these years, 
“It has been an honor to per-
form these past fi fteen years. 
Kansas City seems to love 
what I do, and I love doing it. 
It is work. It can be physically 
and mentally draining but it 
is my passion.”
  Now, Sanhueza is ready 
to increase his mentorship to 
musicians regardless or eth-
nicity, gender and age, “One 
thing I regret was not having 

a mentor for myself. � ere was nobody available to help show 
me the ropes. � at’s why I feel the progression of Latin music 
in Kansas City has been slow; however, the growth of the art 
has been organic. Not only do I assume the responsibility as a 
mentor for the band members that I lead, I also mentor other 
artists.”
  As we ended our evening of laughs and stories, we dis-
cussed Sanhueza’s next move, “Coming up in January/February 
2019, I’m returning to Santiago, Chile to produce the second 
annual percussion intensive program in my old neighborhood. 
Also, I’m in the process of launching a non-profi t. My plan is 
to teach young people the history and culture of Latin music. 
And, I want to expand the reach of the Kansas City Latin Jazz 
Orchestra and perform in a major festival in South America. 
It will be great for these artists to experience an international 
festival, but it will be just as great to show the world what we 
are doing here in Kansas City.”       
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