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Section One The Power of Music and Dance: Salsa, Culture, & Gender

Salsa: Examining the Movement through a Cultural Lens

Frances E. Marion

=

The Best...

First, the sticks clap out a slow, even pulse. Next, the maracas enter, timidly at first. The
keyboard comes in with a gentle, repetitious melody. Then, with the entrance of the hand drums,
the tune erupts into a vibrant, colorful celebration. All of the instruments combine and, rather
than blending, they fit together like pieces to a puzzle. This is salsa, the music, the dance, and
the language of working-class Latinos of the urban East Coast of the United States. For the
residents of urban barrios, salsa is much more than an art form. In salsa music, the oppressed,
marginalized community hears its story in the Iyrics, sees its tensions melt away in the bodies of
the dancers, and feels a powerful connection to those who also see themselves reflected in the
music. This intense emotional and political response cannot be seen in every form of music.

What is it that makes salsa so unique? By examining musicians, dancers, and audience
members, we see the connection between the clave of the song and the beat of their own hearts.
Salsa tells the story of the ordinary people. their daily toils, social status, cultural roots. In
addition to providing entertainment. salsa has created a social space for the working Latino and
his or her role in American society. Lyrics speak of relationships between men and women, rich
and poor, old and young. To begin to understand the people, one must first understand the song.
the beat, la salsa.
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Salsa has always been music for the working classes. In Puerto Rico, musical forms
called the danza and the plena have influenced its evolution. These two variations are heavy
with racial and class significance. In Puerto Rico. la plena has been identified with the poor,
working-class, black, and mixed-race Islanders. Traditionally the upper and middle classes have
rejected it as an inferior form of art. The danza evolved from a European country dance and
blended with Caribbean influences to form what became the national music of Puerto Rico.'
This musical genre represents everything white, aristocratic, and proper. The plena, in contrast,
is the music of /a gente, the music of the working-class Puerto Rican. Afro-Puerto Rican dance
and song has long been marginalized, however, because of the racism towards people of color on
the Island. The plena and the danza have been pitted against each other in a black versus white,
pure versus sinful comparison. The Eurocentric danza has been characterized as a “white lady™
and the plena as the “black whore.™

As the urban areas of Puerto Rico grew, the plena became a strong cultural tie for the
poorer communities. The plena narrates history from the point of view of ¢/ pueblo, the people.
Songs serve as critiques of the inequality in the community, using humor, satire, and bold
language to express social unrest. Sa/sa music historically has served as a tool for the working
class to use against hegemony in their lives.

Music continued to hold important meaning for the urban classes as Puerto Ricans moved
to cities in the United States. With influences from all types of Latin music, what we now call
salsa emerged from the barrios of New York City in the 1960s.” The barrios were home to
cubanos, dominicanos, venezolanos, chicanos, and people from all over the Caribbean. Latinos
bonded in the face of the oppression they felt as minorities. Though they faced discrimination
outside, the barrio was a refuge, a place where they had power and control over their own lives.
As Willie Colon told Leonardo Padura Fuentes in an interview, “En los barrios se desarrolla
una formacion social que es la expresion de un pedacito de la patria de cada emigrado, v en ese
medio se da un valor a lo latinoamericano como algo importante, sin lo que no se puede o no se
quiere vivir” (a social formation develops in the barrios that is the expression of a small piece of
the homeland of each immigrant, and in this way Latin American culture is given value as
something important, without which one could not or would not want to live. )

Music was something immigrants could bring with them to the U.S. and thus own.
Latinos resisted assimilating to many parts of American society, and most refused to abandon
their music. With strong influences from Cuba, Colombia, Venezuela, the Dominican Republic,
and Panama, salsa provided the expression and the foundation of a new cultural identity. It has
been shaped and molded by Cuban dances like the guaracha and the rumba, African musical
folklore of Puerto Rico like the homba and the plena, and also African American jazz.” With all
of these various forms, salsa has served as a uniting force for a pan-Latin American music.” A

" Frances R. Aparicio, Listening to Salsa: Gender, Latin Popular Music, and Puerto Rican Cultures (Hanover,
N.H.: Wesleyan University Press/University Press of New England. 1998). 8.

~ Ibid., 8.

"Ibid.. 79.

* Leonardo Padura Fuentes, Los Rostros de la Salsa: Entrevistas con las principales figuras musicales del Caribe
(Colonia del Valle, México, D.F.: Editorial Planeta Mexicana, 1999). Unless otherwise noted, all translations are
my own.

" Aparicio, Listening to Salsa, 81.

" Jeremy Marre. Salsa: Latin Music of New York and Puerto Rico (Newton, NI: Harcourt Films, 1998).




key component to salsa as a unique musical experience is its constant loyalty to the working
poor and the oppressed.

Salsa 1s a free and spontaneous art form that can function as an escape from the daily
toils of life. An ordinary day in New York in the 1960s would witness a group of musicians
jamming to the hottest salsa rhythms as the poor of the barrio gathered around and danced in the
streets. Men and women, niftos and viejos alike, would be out there moving their hips and
shaking their bodies to the music. These impromptu gatherings brought the neighborhood
together to take a break from residents’ busy lives and allowed them to celebrate their culture.
The performers improvised and played off of each other, making a song different each time it
was played. The call-and-response used in many songs reflects salsa’s African roots. As the
lead singer belts a refrain, the chorus and audience echo it back, making it a collective song.
Where there is live music, you can be sure to find lively dancing. A collection of
photographs taken at the 2004 United States Dance Sport Championships in Miami illustrates the
fire of Latin dancing. In some pictures the dancers’ bodies are taut with precision, while in
others they look as flexible as flan. The women’s costumes flash bright reds. oranges, and blues.
Dramatic eye makeup and deep shades of lipstick, sequined dresses and lofty heels, bronzed
shoulders and toned legs—the dancers are simply cap[ivu[ing.7

The national competitions draw some of the most talented dancers in the country, but if
you want to see authentic salsa dancing at its finest, an urban club can showcase similar skill.
Pictures taken at The Times bar in Minneapolis give a glimpse into the nightclub dancing scene.
A small band with a stunning female vocalist holds the stage while local partygoers fly across the
floor, in couples and dancing solo. The faces of the musicians are covered in beads of sweat—a
testament to their hard work and the energy they are expending. High heels and bright skirts
swirl around men in collared shirts. You can almost feel the heat radiating off of their bodies
and hear the scuffs of their shoes against the floor. They are doing more than just executing
dance steps, they are embodying the spirit of salsa.”

Latin dance and Latin music are closely linked with sexuality. Much of this can be
attributed to lyrics, many of which, as in other genres, are of love and desire. Unfortunately. the
way these feelings are articulated in lyrics has historically objectified and over-sexualized
women. Phallocentric language reduces the female characters to objects of desire for men; men
look at and make “cat calls” to such women. Women are described in relation to their skin color,
with black and mixed-race women frequently depicted as promiscuous putas. The descriptions
of darker women as wild and savage date back to slavery images.” The intertwined racism and
misogyvny are twice as harmful to women of color.

In fact, one of salsa’s only true female stars was a Cuban woman of color named Celia
Cruz, nicknamed the “Queen of Salsa.”” Willie Colén referred to Cruz as “el modelo vivo de
aquella grandeza que venia de Cuba” (the living model of that greatness that came from
Cuba)." Cruz sang of the African roots of salsa music, as well as of her idea of a respectful
man.'" In a male-dominated industry where women were not considered to be “star material,”

Kathy Howell, Personal Collection, Miami, FL. 2004.
De La Riva Family Collection, Minneapolis. MN, 2004.
Aparicio, Listening to Salsa., 149.
Ibid.. 149,
Marre, Salsa: Latin Music of New York and Puerto Rico.
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Cruz carved a space for herself among the other salsa royalty such as Tito Puente, Johnny
Pacheco, and Rubén Blades.

Another successful female star was a young New York Puerto Rican woman known as La
India. La India was a rising salsa star at the time that Cruz was reigning as Queen. Cruz
became a mentor, giving her advice and eventually performing with her. Rumors spread that La
India was going to replace Cruz as the Queen of Salsa, but Cruz is anything but replaceable, and
La India had her own “flavor” to add to salsa."

Sexual expression, cultural identity, musical innovation, dance—all contribute to salsa.
But the question persists, what is salsa? When asked this very question, salsa hero Willie Colon
replied, “la salsa es una idea, un concepto, un resultado y un modo de asumir la musica desde la
perspectiva de la cultura latinoamericana” (salsa is an idea, a concept, a result and a way to
take on music from the perspective of Latin American culture).” Legend Johnny Pacheco calls
it “un movimiento musical caribeiio” (a Caribbean musical movement)."* In her autobiography,
Celia Cruz explains her opinion on how the term salsa came about. Cuban music was losing
favor among young Hispanics as they assimilated and started listening to American pop and rock
and roll music. Opinions differ on where the actual name “salsa™ came from, but Cruz insists
that it was from a radio program called La Hora de la Salsa. She places no importance on the
term, saying that it was “just a marketing term applied to what originally was Cuban music.”"”
The marketing did the trick, and what came to be known as the birth of sa/sa was really just a
revival of interest in Latin music.

What distinguishes salsa from other Latin music is its diversity—the diversity of cultural
influences, performers, and personal interpretation. From the barrios of New York to Celia Cruz
concerts in Japan, salsa has captured the hearts of millions. It is now enjoyed by audiences of all
colors and classes; however, this was not always true. What was once rejected by the upper
classes became a unifying force. Salsa in the United States has united performers of all Latin
and Afro-Caribbean backgrounds. Second and third generation U.S. Latina/os are identifying
with the same type of music as their elders. People of every ethnic group are either showing off
their moves on the dance floor or wishing they could. Salsa has been a shot in the arm to Latin
music in America.

The faces of salsa will always be remembered each in their own way. Celia Cruz, the
“Queen of Salsa,” will live on through her collection of over eighty awards and honors.'" Tito
Puente will be regarded consistently as a brilliant sa/sa musician, regardless of his disdain for the
term. More important, the salseros and salseras of the street and the music lovers from the
working class will be credited for salsa’s success. For without the immigrants from Central and
South America and the Caribbean who brought their passion for Latin music with them, there
would be no such thing as salsa. More than just a
genre of music, salsa is a way of walking, speaking and
eating. Salsa is a dance, a song, and a lifestyle. La
salsa is an imagined Latin world realized through
music and dance.

o

"* Cruz and Reymundo. Celia: My Life (New York: Rayo, 2004).
" Fuentes. Los Rostros de la Salsa. 52. :

" Ibid.. 52. > !
'* Cruz and Reymundo, Celia: My Life, 172.
' Cruz and Reymundo, Celia: My Life. 252.




More than Music: The Role of Salsa in the United States
Alexandra de la Riva

Salsa music is a mix of different rhythms. It is a contemporary, urban, complex
development of diverse forms of music, especially early twentieth-century styles from
Cuba. Salsa music affects everyone differently. My fascination began when I was five
years old in Minneapolis, and I attended a Venezuelan party. The half turns, the twists,
and the dips of salsa dancing mesmerized me. It was like magic filled with rhythms and
beats that you just could not escape, and it demanded a physical response. But salsa is
more than just elements derived from such beats as rumba, mambo, cha-cha, and other
Latin styles and forms. These rhythms represent much more. Just what does salsa music
symbolize for Latino/as living in the United States? And why is it so important? [
believe that salsa is above all a symbol of resistance to the loss of national identity.
When a group of youngsters gathers to listen to, sing, and dance salsa, they are
celebrating and recreating the values, beliefs, and practices of their cultural heritage.
First, I will explore the history of sa/sa music, and then examine the impact of salsa
music on Latino/as living in the United States. Through an interview and a set of
photographs, I will provide insights into the importance of salsa music here in the U.S.

The word salsa literally means sauce. Loosely translated, it means “spice.”
Culturally, salsa often refers to a Latin essence, much as the word “soul’ has been used
by black Americans.' The term may refer to the musical styles of Cuba, Puerto Rico, or
the entire Spanish Caribbean; it has been extended to the music of any Latin country.2

Musical styles from various Latin countries influenced salsa music; however,
many of salsa’s musical forms have roots in Cuba. The three major musical influences
from Cuba are the son, the clave, and the bomba. The son originated in Cuba in the
1920s as a Caribbean form that used an array of African-derived characteristics. The son
was typically performed by voices, a nine-stringed guitar called a fres, a bass instrument
called the marimbula, as well as maracas and bongos. Soon afterward the trumpet was
added to torm the style known as scpf.em.3 The clave is the single beat that anchors the
different rhythms played by percussion instruments, giving the music its drive and
orienting dancers. As such, the clave serves as the fundamental organizing arrangement
and improvisational form for salsa music. Clave has a strong first part and an answering
second part. The bomba was the dance of plantation sugarcane workers and was named
after a wooden drum covered with goatskin. Finally, the bomba is a blending of both
non-Hispanic and Spanish elements, the latter being evident in the rhythmic instruments.”

Although many argue that salsa originated in Cuba, Puerto Rico also played an
enormous role in the history of salsa music. The Puerto Rican plena is a tropical sound
accompanied by percussion, and it has many African elements. It is composed of an
alternating, call-and-response scheme between the soloist and the chorus. Another Puerto

' Felix M. Padilla. “Salsa: Puerto Rican and Latino Music.” Jowmnal of Popular Culture 24, no. 1
(Summer 1990), 87.

: Jorge Duany, “Popular Music in Puerto Rico: Toward an Anthropology of Salsa™ in Salsiology: Afro-
Cuban Music and the Evolution of Salsa in New York Cityv, ed. Vernon Boggs (New York: Excelsior
Music Publishing Company. 1992), 77.

" Padilla, “Salsa: Puerto Rican and Latino Music,” 90.

* Duany, “Popular Music in Puerto Rico.” 77.




Rican form is the danza. The danza is a particular dance style that evolved from the
English and European country dance and became transculturated in the Caribbean. In
addition to Puerto Rico, North America also influenced salsa music through jazz and
soul.

As time progressed and immigration to the United States increased, salsa became
a blend of many genres; hybrid that it is, it is embraced by deminicanas, venezolanos,
Panamanmans, colombianas, cubanas, and puertorrigueiios as unique to their own
individual countries. Not only is salsa celebrated throughout Latin America, but many
second- and third generation immigrants in the United States claim it as their own,
especially Puerto Ricans in New York.

Puerto Rican migrants have a special claim on salsa. Many arrived in New York
City in the twentieth century, right after World War II. They left Puerto Rico to escape
depressed economic conditions that left many unskilled and semi-skilled workers without
jobs. Many of these migrants came from rural areas in Puerto Rico and took jobs in the
U.S. as factory workers.” Thus, Puerto Rican emigration influenced not only the
urbanization of rural migrants but also their “ghettoization™ into segregated inner cities.
Cuban immigrants, too, worked in factories in New York City—although their numbers
decreased after the Cuban Revolution as a result of the hostile relationship that developed
between Cuba and the U.S. as Cuban revolutionaries nationalized U.S.-owned
companies, part of a larger project of providing all Cubans with a decent standard of
living.” Cubans, nevertheless, continued to influence music throughout the U.S.,
especially in Miami. Here and in the New York barrios, salsa emerged as a bridge
between native and adopted homeland—a bridge that could take them away as well as
toward one or the other “home.”

During the 1950s, salsa started to achieve worldwide popularity, attracting
performers and audiences from all over the world, not just Latin America. New York
City became the host to young performers who borrowed, innovated, and repackaged
their music as salsa. Pioneers such as Willie Colon, Rubén Blades, Johnny Pacheco, Ray
Barretto, and Eddie Palmieri led this movement. Their music made salsa the driving
rhythm behind Latin pride in many parts of the world. During the 1960s and 1970s, this
dominant force spread around the world. In the 1990s, a younger generation gave salsa a
different style and form: salsa romantica, a smoother style of salsa, became very popular.

Bandleaders such as Eddie Santiago, Tito Nieves, and Marc Anthony were among
those to formalize salsa romantica.” In the past fifteen years or so, salsa’s popularity has
increased as a result of the enduring “Latin Craze.” From Ricky Martin to Jennifer Lopez
and even in the Hollywood studios that recently made a sequel to Dirty Dancing (titled
Dirty Dancing Havana Nights), salsa continues to thrive. Its musical hybridity includes
many rhythms and styles encompassing many nationalities. But what does salsa mean
for Latino/as living in the United States? Through a set of photographs and an interview
with a Cuban living in the United Sates, we see that salsa symbolizes a culture
transformed through immigration.

* Duany. “*Popular Music in Puerto Rico,” 79.

* Ibid., 79-80

" Jose Mastosantos, “Between the trumpet and the bongo: A Puerto Rican hybrid,” Massachusetts Review
37.no. 3(1996). 428.




By attending a club in Minneapolis, Minnesota, I began to investigate salsa’s
impact on Latino/as in the United States. The bar and cafe is called The Times and has
salsa night every Thursday, featuring a live band called Salsa Del Soul. T arrived at The
Times around ten o’clock, and the club was full. The atmosphere was filled with Latin
dance sounds and laughter. The live band consisted of a female singer from Cuba, a male
singer from the Dominican Republic. a percussionist, a trumpeter, a guitarist, and a conga
player. People from all over the Americas filled the dance floor. Evidently, salsa is
dancing music. This blending of nationalities suggests that sa/sa music integrates songs,
instruments, and dances from throughout Latin America and the Caribbean. My goal at
this club was to capture the atmosphere through a series of photographs.”

These pictures reconstruct the environment at The Times and include shots of the
singers and dancers. The photographs sparked a question: Why is salsa dancing so
popular among immigrants? The pictures show that sa/sa dancing represents a social
encounter. The music represents the urban-industrial working class. Given this, most
salsa gigs are limited to the weekends, since the Latina/o community does not always
have the luxury of engaging in entertainment activities during the week. Many people
will say that salsa is street music. Some participants come from humble beginnings,
from parents who came to the United Sates as immigrants, braving a whole new world.”
In the United Sates, Latino/as are a minority for whom discrimination is a daily
occurrence. Spaces of music and dance allow Latinas/os to represent, reproduce, and live
their own culture.

Salsa is also an expression of the motherland for immigrants, and the music
becomes a space of transculturation. Spaces of music belong to them and can be
configured and reconfigured to tell their own individual national stories.'’ For
immigrants, dancing symbolizes the recuperation of a national space that was lost during
migration. Within the social frame of cultural displacement and migration, dancing
represents a time and a space for reaffirming culture through reenactments of those
elements lost to the dominant culture. The use of Spanish lyrics and the familiar sounds
such as the bongos. rumbadora, and maracas take the audience back to their countries of

* Alexandra de la Riva. Collection of Photographs from The Times, Minneapolis. MN, October 2004.

’ Padilla. “Salsa: Puerto Rican and Latino Music,” 97.

' Marisol Miranda, “Con Sabor a Puerto Rico.™ in Musical Migrations: Transnationalism and Cultural
Hybriditv in Latin/o America, ed. Frances Aparicio and Candida Jaquez (New York: Palgrave Macmillan,
2003),.51.
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origin and to the sounds of past social celebrations and daily life."" Furthermore, the
movements of salsa dancing imply a going out of oneself, the creation of an alternative
space, a state of mind that may function as therapeutic." In an interview, Fernando Diaz,
a Cuban salsa dancer at The Times, explained what salsa music represents for him:

It represents my country’s culture,
Cuba, where salsa originated. When
I hear salsa, there is a nationalist
sense of pride. It also reflects my
people’s dreams and sorrows.
When I am dancing salsa, it is a
space I can claim (as) my own.

It is a place where 1 can forget
about everything, and forget my
inhibitions. Most of all it is about
the Passion."”

Diaz describes salsa’s importance to many Latino/as in the United Sates. For many,
salsa is not about the music itself, but the soul within the music, the spirit that moves
Latino/as to dance and sing and go on in spite of all obstacles."

Salsa originated among working-class Latinas and Latinos who fused music from
Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic, Panama, and other Latin American
countries with African American jazz, Afro-Caribbean rhythms, and European dance
music. Salsa style emerged in U.S. barrios, places filled with cultural traditions where
the music, the dance, the movement, and the living cultural production truly became
known as salsa. Salsa named and identified the music as quintessential nuevayork
Latino/a music. Salsa provided working-class Latinas and Latinos and, ultimately all
Latinos/as with a voice, a dance, an identity that was inclusive of all U.S. Latina/os, as
well as those living in Caribbean nations, such as Cuba, Puerto Rico, Dominican
Republic, Colombia, and Venezuela. Salsa’s spicy beats and sexy moves rapidly
achieved worldwide popularity. Yet for many Latino/a immigrants living in the United
Sates, it is much more. For them, sa/sa music and dancing is above all a symbol of
resistance to a loss of national identity. For many of these working Latinos and Latinas,
going dancing on the weekend is not just about entertainment. It is about liberating their
bodies, claiming public space for themselves, and overcoming the harsh realities of work
and the social injustices of everyday life. The dancing and music together allow them to
recuperate and celebrate their bodies and their Latin identity through salsa. e

" Frances Aparicio, Listening to Salsa: Gender, Latin Popular Music, and Puerto Rican Cultures
(Hanover, N.H.: Wesleyan University Press/University Press of New England, 1998), 100,

" Aparicio, Listening to Salsa, 103.

¥ Fernando Diaz, interview by author, Minneapolis, Minnesota, 13 October 2004.

% Padilla, “Salsa: Puerto Rican and Latino Music,” 97-98.

' Aparicio. Listening to Salsa, 102.




The Influence of Latin Music on Western Culture
Rebecca Gedney

Music has been a part of this world for thousands of years. It is seen in all parts
of the world and is, for many, a universal language. People use it to communicate
between cultures, but they seldom stop to think about how other cultures affect their own
music. Among those whose contributions are often ignored are Latinos. People from
outside Latino cultures do not always see how “their” music could come from a Latin or
African style (African music is one source for Latin thythms), thus depriving Latin and
African cultures of their musical contributions. Latin rhythms have always been part of
the music world, and these beats are the roots of many musical genres, spanning from
classical to contemporary, from jazz to hip-hop and pop. Today's booming music
industry is full of Latino influence, thanks to the women and men who have paved the
way.

All forms of music have roots, many of which come from Africa. When slaves
were brought to the New World, most brought with them only what was in their minds.
Chanting and percussion were used among many African peoples as a form of spirituality
and praise." When Africans were brought to the Americas, they used chants as a way to
escape from reality and converse with their gods. It was one of the few things they had,
and it continued to be an enormous part of their daily lives.

Another root of many styles of music is that of the peoples who were originally
located in the Americas.” The members of these peoples were also captured and forced
into slavery. Chanting and percussion were also used for praising their gods. Their
chants had the same effect on their lives when they were forced into slavery as chants had
for the slaves brought from Africa.

These disparate cultures were brought together when both were enslaved, and
eventually the cultures began to mesh. Along with the mixing of the cultures came the
mixing of their languages and their music. No one can tell when the mixing of musical
styles began; however, it is easier to identify some of the later recognized styles. One of
the first styles that can be seen is the rumba.’

The rumba is a style of percussion that eventually grew to incorporate voice and
more instruments. The original instruments used were drums made from crates used for
importing goods.” These crates were usually reassembled so that they would give
different sounds and tones. The rumba began in Havana and around the sugar mills in
Cuba. This was the densest area of the slave population, and sometimes slaves were
given permission to congregate and play their music.

There are three common forms of the rumba. They are the Colombia, the Yambii,

and the Guaguancé.” The Colombia is typically for men only. Itis a way for them to

"' Vernon W. Boggs, Salsiology: Afro-Cuban Music and the Evolution of Salsa in New York City (New
York: Greenwood Press, 1992), 22.

> Ibid., 24.

' Philip Sweeney. The Rough Guide to Cuban Music: The History, The Arts, The Best CDs (London:
Rough Guides Ltd., 2001), 25.

" Ibid., 25.

" Ibid., 26.
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show off their masculinity. This form of dance can be seen in vogueing, and is a way of
fighting where no one gets hurt. However, it was not uncommon for men to wear knives
and sharp objects around their ankles and wrists so as to claim their space. The Yambii is
a slower dance for couples but is not often performed. The nickname for the Yambii is
the “‘old person’s dance,” and the dance is not very entertaining for most people. The
third form, the Guaguanca, is the most common. It is also a couple’s dance, but this
form tends to be more upbeat and vibrant. The music always starts with a solo voice
singing what is called the Diana. The Diana usually consists of made up syllables, and
slowly more voices and instruments are added, leading to a full-blown sound. The Diana
can also turn into a call-and-response style, which comes from the earlier African and
tribal roots.

The rumba continued to be popular with Latino and Afro-Cuban cultures, but in
the 1950s, it became more professional. The first group in the music industry that
focused on the rumba was Los Mufiequitos de Matanzas.® They were considered the
kings of the rumba, but the “Queen of Guaguancé™ was known just as well as Los
Munequitos. Celeste Mendoza was born in 1903 in Santiago, Cuba. In 1943, she moved
to Havana in order to pursue a career in radio. Not long after that, she began to dance
professionally, but in 1956 she went back to her music and began recording. Her career
was quite successful until the end of the 1960s. Mendoza went out of the spotlight as
rumors of her alcoholism and the murder of her lover spread. In the 1980s she made a
comeback, and in the 1990s she began to record again. While recording an album in
1998, she passed away.” Celeste Mendoza was one of the few women who truly
performed the rumba, and she has been recognized for this.

Another talented woman known for her contributions to rumba was Rita
Montaner. She was born in 1900 to a white father and an Afro-Cuban mother. When she
was young, she went to school to study European opera, and she continued to perform,
but later in her career she began to focus on the rumba. She was known for mixing an
operatic style with the smoothness of rumba. Her career boomed in Paris in the late
1920s, and in the 1930s, it continued to boom in New York. Her music moved her into
radio in the 1940s, making her well known in the home, and then onto television in the
1950s. She died in 1958 from larynx cancer.”® She was a woman who pushed the music
into other cultures and helped begin the wider impact of Latin music.

The rumba was the mother of many styles. The next style that came along was
the son. Son was started by the Guajiros in the mid-1800s. The Guajiros were mulatto
peasant farmers who worked near the sugar mills.” This style branched off of rumba but
had a Spanish song and verse form, which involved more improvisation and more of the
call-and-response theme. Like the rumba, the son involved a lot of percussion. The main
instruments were the claves, the maracas, the guiros, and the bongos. The earlier
versions of these instruments were often made from household items and hollow
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gourds.'” The stylistic similarities to rumba are very apparent, and the evolution of the
music began here.

In the early 1900s, son moved from the sugar mills and farms to the heart of
Havana. It was changing from small groups to sextetos and septetos, and then to much
larger groups known as conjuntos. "' It became standard for son to be performed in
conjuntos and to involve horns and bass. One of the first and most famous conjuntos was
La Familia Valera Miranda. La Familia Valera Miranda was unique in the early 1900s
because it was led by a woman; Catalina Cutino was the central member until her death at
age 100. She was succeeded by Carmen Miranda Valera, the wife of the band’s leader.
The idea of a female lead continues with this conjunto, and this started a trend.

Another female who sang with tamily and who led was Celina Gonzdlez. She
was born in 1928, and when she got older, she moved to Havana to pursue her career in
radio. She was known for singing Cadena Suaritos. Her career on the radio led her to
begin composing. She and her husband, Reutilio Dominguez, sang together for many
years, but after they split up, she continued to sing as a solo artist. Years later she began
to sing with her son, Ldzaro Reutilio Dominguez.'” Her strong career gave her the title
“Queen of Cuban Country Music,” which she continues to hold.

Bolero is another “child™ of rumba, but this style went in a very different
direction compared to son. This style is based on French romantic music, Italian opera,
and African percussion. The percussion style is very much like that of rumba. but
because of the various sources, it has a unique sound. Bolero began in the late 1800s, but
in the 1920s and 1930s, it went in two directions. The two styles are a lyrical piano
accompaniment focus, and a mixture of bolero and son that was much more upbeat.
Bolero-son would develop into bolero-mambo and the cha-cha in the 1950s. The piano
style of bolero was very popular in the 1930s and would give off the style called bolero-
romance, or filin. Filin was a very popular style because of its romantic and smooth
sound."

Elena Burke was another woman whose music was well known. She was born in
1928 to an upper-class Spanish mother and a father who was an Afro-Cuban baseball
player. She started her career by working in radio in the 1940s but began to work with
smaller groups in the 1950s. After she got some attention, she went solo. Her career
bloomed in Cuba; however, she was not well known outside of the country. Her
daughter, Malena Burke, did grow up to be a singer, and she is very well known in Cuba
and in Miami."” One reason for Elena’s career being so hidden is that she was
overshadowed by Omara Portuondo.

Omara Portuondo was born in 1930 in Havana, Cuba. She started her career as a
dancer. While at school, she hung out with a lot of musicians. They were all very
interested in jazz, and this sparked an interest in her. Omara went on to sing jazz with her
sister Haydee. The sisters’ music had a mixture of jazz and Afro-Cuban styles. Her
unique style of sultry sounds earned her the nickname “La Novia del Filin.” In 1967,
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Omara went solo and went on to become the headline act at The Tropicana, one of
Havana's hottest spots. Her career continued to prosper, and in 1995 she went on tour in
Spain.'® There was a rebirth of Cuban music in the 1990s, and Omara helped encourage
this trend.

Bolero was a popular style that spread from Cuba to Miami, New York. and
Puerto Rico. It also contributed to other styles of music, especially salsa. There were
two movements in salsa, and each has its own qualities. The first style was New York
salsa.

New York salsa began in the 1950s but became popular in the early 1960s. The
lyrics revolved around life in the barrio and reflected the musical styles that were part of
salsa. Son, plena, boogaloo, and guaguancs were all key factors in New York salsa.
Son contributed to the storytelling, plena to the lower-class lifestyles, boogaloo to the
vivacity of life, and guaguancd to the history. Fania Records did a lot to push salsa.
Their clients, such as Celia Cruz and Tito Puente, helped involve the whole community,
and their attractiveness pulled in a lot of support from the U.S. and Puerto Rico, and
spread the trend to Colombia and Venezuela. Even though salsa had a strong Cuban
relation, it was never really accepted there. Salsa had quite a few offspring, such as
merengue, salsa romantica, and salsa erotica. All of these styles survived except salsa
erotica. 1t was a popular style in the 1980s but became too suggestive and died out in the
mid-1990s. The trend of creating new styles continued as Latin hip-hop, jungle, and
house music became very popular, particularly with the younger generations.” While
New York salsa was becoming very popular, Miami salsa was just coming around.

Miami salsa became popular after the revolution in Cuba, but it really hit it big in
the mid-1970s. The trend started when Little Havana began to celebrate Carnival. Every
year, Carnival in Little Havana became more and more popular. taking the eye off of
Cuba. The first wave of musicians were typically anti-Castroists. The music had that old
Cuban flair and style but was modified with rock. This style was reinforced when the
Miami Latin Boys, later to be the Miami Sound Machine, emerged. When Gloria Estefan

joined the Miami Sound Machine, they excelled in the music business. The group

produced many hits that pleased the Miami public, but they also dispersed their music
throughout the whole U.S. The Estefans started the Crescent Moon Group, which helped
jumpstart the careers of Jon Secada, Israel Lopez, and Albita Rodriguez.'® These artists
helped start the crossover trend and appealed to the younger generations. This generation
also had the hope that the bond between Cuba and Florida could be reinstated, thus

allowing the music to reach everybody.

Celia Cruz helped spread the music. She was born in
1924 in Havana, where she later went to school to become a
teacher. When she entered a radio contest to sing a tango song
called Nostalgia and won, she was given the opportunity to
attend the Havana Conservatory for Music. After finishing
school, she went on to work at The Tropicana, but left in 1950 to
be the lead singer for Sonora Matancera. She made her
recording debut in 1951, and from then on she excelled. When
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she traveled to Mexico in 1959, she and Sonora Matancera never returned to Cuba. She
later moved to New York and worked with Tito Puente. In the 1980s she joined Fania
Records, and in 2000 she went to Miami to record for Sony under Emilio Estefan.'” Her
presence is known around the world today.

Gloria Estefan was one of the many artists who began to reach the younger
generation. While the younger generation had been exposed to salsa, Estefan’s
contributions made it more relevant to their lives. When she started with the Miami
Sound Machine, the music they produced reached not only Cuban Americans, but also
the American public in general. In 1993, Estefan released her CD Mi Tierra, which all
ages enjoyed. It had the traditional Cuban rhythms and sounds, but with a modern and
pop-like quality. The same applied when she released Abriendo Puertas in 1995 and
Alma Caribeiia in 2000. Each CD had its own unique style, but all were crowd-pleasers.
Gloria Estefan and her husband, Emilio, have contracts with Universal Television Group
and Disney that allow them to create movies for the Latina/o market and to share their
heritage with the whole communil_v.:“

All the women who have been part of Latin music through the years have
influenced many people, including each other, but they have helped influence more than
just their own culture. They have helped incorporate Latin music styles into all other
styles of music.

Musical styles that trace back to African and American indigenous peoples can be
seen in music of the past and of today. The typical beginning of a rumba (the solo voice
with words that make sense or meaningless syllables) is also seen in modern and
contemporary music as well as classical music.”' Take, for example, the collection of
pieces in The Latin American Choral Series. Each piece contains the opening solo or
unison section, and as the pieces continue, other parts and instruments enter. Throughout
the series, many of the offspring of rumba are present, such as the mambo beat, the salsa
beat, and others, as well as text that is similar to that of son.™

Latin beats are also readily heard in music that people would not immediately
identify as Latin. The entire soundtrack to the movie Dirty Dancing has Latin-based
rhythms, which is the foundation of the movie.” Another example of this presence is in
the song “In Christ Alone,” which is a contemporary Christian song.”* The song contains
the call-and-response theme, as well as the Diana-like beginning. Another style of music
that contains the rumba and call-and-response style is vocal jazz. Scat came from the
nonsense syllables of the rumba, and much of the jazz style is based on call-and-
response. Riffs are an improvisational version of call-and-response, where someone
sings a basic riff, and then the next person sings a similar version of the previous riff.
Latin rhythms have also made it back to Europe. The brief hit in 2002, “Asereje,” by the
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* Ibid.. 206.

! Ibid., 25.

* Carlos Guastavino. “Indianas.” Score. 1968. Special Collections. RICORDI AMERICANA S.AE.C.,
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group Las Ketchup, had a mambo-like style to it and was used in dance clubs for that
style of dance.”

Latino culture has contributed much to the music world over the past five hundred
vears. The mezcla of different musical styles, instruments, and voices has pushed the
myriad of Latin beats forward. Our music will not fade away as a relic of the past. We
live on by borrowing, crossing borders, honoring our forebears, and celebrating our new
musicians and audiences. Examples abound: Linda Ronstadt and Vicki Carr, celebrating
their latinidad: Los Illegals, challenging us to recognize our colonial status within the
U.S.; Latina/o hip hop artists; and a myriad of others. We and our music are the makers
of history. We see that history represented in sound, dance, and images of our music.

We have an enormous impact on the contemporary music industry. The strength and
power of Latinas and Latinos to recreate ourselves through our music keeps us alive and
allows us to thrive.

Linda Ronstadt,
Canciones de mi Padre

Vicki Carr En Espariol

Los Illegals/Internal Exiles Cover

Wi Verstia

Los [llegals, 1984

* Las Ketchup, “Asereje.” Las Kerchup, Sony, 2002, Compact Disc.
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Female Salsa Performers in a Male-Dominated Music Industry

Stephanie Pfaff

Power is gendered. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the music industry, and
Latin music is no exception. Latina salsa musicians construct their musical performances
on the boundaries of a male-dominated music industry. Sometimes this means that their
talents remain on the fringes. Other times, Latina salseras use the borderland they
occupy to challenge the status quo of the industry and to break through creative
boundaries. In her book, Listening to Salsa, Frances R. Aparicio offers insights into why
there are gender inequalities within the salsa music industry:

. . . the unfortunate fact remains regarding the subject position of the male: he is
in control of the musical discourse and of its production, composition, and
distribution. By virtue of this inequality within the music industry, music
interventions still perpetuate a masculinist discourse of the female and the
feminine.'

Why are female salsa performers rarely recognized for their talents?
Investigating female, working-class salsa performers and the salsa music industry
provides a closer look into how the culture is male-dominated. Although female salsa
performers are a large part of the salsa music industry, they often find that they do not
receive the same recognition as their male counterparts.

“Salsa is an idea, a concept, the result of a way of approaching music from the
Latin American cultural perspective.” This quote from an interview with Willie Coldn
illustrates how salsa music includes a variety of meanings. Salsa is political and
personal. Salsa provides Latinas/os the opportuaity of self-expression, an opportunity
that may not always be available in other forms of public speech. Salsa gives Latino/as
living daily with discrimination an avenue of expression and a venue for representing
their own vision of the world. Its vigorous beats and spirited tones transformed Latin
music in the United States and influenced a wide variety of other musical styles. Salsa is
the music of the working classes and is a form of recuperation for the body and for the
soul after the work week.

One of the salsa music industry’s finest record labels,
Fania, was created by Johnny Pacheco and Jerry Masucci in
1964. Johnny Pacheco first performed with Gilberto Valdez
when he came to New York City from the Dominican
Republic. He eventually formed his own band, and shortly
thereafter he met Masucci, an Italian-American lawyer. The
record label Pacheco and Masucci created “would become

! Frances R. Aparicio, Listening to Salsa (Hanover, N.H.: Wesleyan University Press/University Press of
New England, 1998). 171.
" Leonardo Padura Fuentes, Faces of Salsa (Washington: Smithsonian Institution, 2003), 31.
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