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Profetas de la cultura:
Notes on the Puerto Rican

Reggae of Cultura Profética

RUBÉN A. GAZTAMBIDE-FERNÁNDEZ

As migrant music, reggae is an ever-changing style, as it slides
into the open interstices of location and time wherever it
travels. In Puerto Rico, reggae has assumed local partic-
ularities, as the hands of young people redefine and differ-
entiate it. This music brings together not only the elements
that identify it as a particularly Puerto Rican reggae, but it
reflects the conditions under which young people embrace
it as “their” music. Most of the research regarding youth
culture approaches their work as passive reflection of
media consumption, or as antagonistic response to the
adult world. These approaches view youth as a devel-
opmental stage into adulthood, and fail to capture the
lived dialectic that emerges from the insights of youth
themselves about their work. Through interviews with
members of the Puerto Rican reggae group Cultura
Profética, and a careful look at their music, lyrics, and per-
formance practices, I’ve tried to understand their work as
a production of culture rather than simply consumption
or resistance. [Keywords: reggae, Puerto Rican music, youth
culture, popular music, Spanish reggae, Cultura Profética]

ABSTRACT

Reprinted, by permission, from Luar Music Corporation.
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which new styles emerge, sometimes more and sometimes less alike, but always
distinct. Through these transformations, “reggae music comes to mean different
things to different people, working as a polysemic sign” (Russell 1991: 167).

Language, for instance, is one of these changing elements of reggae. The original
English patois of Jamaican reggae remains part of the language repertoire that the
makers of this music have available to them and not just an element that it
abandoned as part of its development (Russell 1991). We only need to listen to the
introduction of Cultura’s first CD, Canción de alerta,8 to realize that the original
language continues to be a vital element in the music. 

Interlude #1

Canci�n de alerta begins by preparing the listener’s ear. 
The persistent rhythm of a “rock-steady”9 and the “talk-over”10

by one of the sound engineers reminds us that reggae has deep
roots and decades of tradition. The group pays homage 
to those roots by beginning its first record with this piece 
(with which they also end the CD).

In addition to pointing to language and the hybrid character of this music, the
opening quote expresses some of the attributes that constitute the cultural space 
or location of the group’s work. The culture of the “day to day” locates their musical
production in the context of the present time, of the daily lives of these young
musicians, and indirectly, of their audience: their preoccupations, their interests, 
and their perspectives on the acontecer boricua—the day to day events and occurrences
of Puerto Rican social and cultural life. This acontecer is also a time of beginnings, 
of Ideas nuevas,11 and a new reiteration of popular culture by Puerto Rican youth: 

It is a prophetic culture in the sense that it speaks of a new
way of being and suggests a new perspective on society and on
history. These perspectives are prophetic to the extent that
they are a reflection of what can be, what the culture 
of the future might become.12

The classification of this space as a “youth” space is one of the complex aspects
that I will try to decode in this essay. Without a doubt, youth, as a socially relevant
category,13 applies to the producers and consumers of the musical style discussed
here. Yet, while the elements that define the social and cultural space of Cultura
Profética have a “youth” character, its greater audience spans a broader biological 
age range. This generational crossover is evident in the concert audiences and in 
the kinds of collaborations with “older” Puerto Rican musicians that the group 
has sponsored, both in their recordings and live concerts. These efforts parallel a
generational crossover in the incorporation of various musical styles and genres in
the work of Cultura Profética. This exchange of styles and ideas across generations
through the arts is one of the most innovative and interesting elements of their 
work, and one that challenges the conception of youth culture as a “subculture”
(Hebdige 1979) that is antagonistic and resistant to a “parent culture” (Hall and
Jefferson 1989; Hebdige 1979).

[ 229 ]

a María, Willy y Raúl, profetas de la cultura, 
discípulos de la buena música.1

La cultura profética es la cultura que vivimos día a día, 
es la cultura que cambia y se transforma, y que es híbrida, 

por los jóvenes que han despertado al acontecer 
Boricua y que expresan, mediante diferentes tipos de artes,

necesidades e ideas para la convivencia en Puerto Rico.2

Introduction: El reggae es nuestro3 diario 

In 1996, a group of young Puerto Ricans would gather to jammear4 on a regular basis.
This particular group of young people identified with, among others, the music of
Jamaican singer Bob Marley, the central figure of reggae music around the world.
Reggae, which has grown increasingly popular in Puerto Rico since the late 1970s,
became the musical genre of choice for this group of friends, who later decided to
start a band. Following several vente-tú’s5 Boris, Eliut, Juan, Willy, and Iván found
themselves rehearsing in El Hoyo, a neighborhood located in the metropolitan area
of San Juan. 

Beginning as a small “cover band,” performing songs by established reggae artists
in small local bars and clubs, the group continued to expand and transform and
eventually started to perform original music, mostly in Spanish, becoming Cultura
Profética. The group established itself rapidly among local bands, and became
prominent among a small number of groups writing and performing original songs
in Spanish.6 By 1998, the group began to participate in major reggae spectacles as 
an opening act for world-renowned reggae artists such as Don Carlos (Ribas 1998). 
In 1998, the group also released its first CD, Canción de alerta, which was recorded 
at Tuff Gong Studio in Jamaica, where Bob Marley himself recorded his albums.
Today, Cultura, as the group is known by its fans, has a strong national and
international reputation, and after four CD’s, it has established itself as the leading
reggae band in Puerto Rico.

In this brief account of the group’s trajectory, and in the quote that opens this
essay, lie the central elements of my present argument regarding Puerto Rican reggae
as a cultural phenomenon and the tremendous success of Cultura Profética in Puerto
Rican music. In this article, more than a deep analysis of this “culture,” I would like
to articulate some coordinates that might redirect our understanding of Puerto
Rican music as a social and cultural phenomenon. In Puerto Rico, reggae assumes
local particularities and definitions as it becomes incorporated into that “culture that
changes and transforms itself.”7 These particularities redefine and differentiate this
music from the forms that inspired it and from other contemporary manifestations
of reggae. There is no doubt that new styles of reggae, or of any music for that
matter, are not a linear progression of music moving away from its “roots.” Instead,
those roots—and the new elements that fertilize it—exist in a perennial dance from
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The “day to day” of Cultura Profética is not just a quotidian youth space. It seeks
to articulate a new daily life that, while it may be identified as “resistant” youth culture,
also has a deeply utopian hope that reaches out to older generations of Puerto Ricans. 

El reggae es nuestro diario y en él escribimos
con tierra, con cielo y con llanto; de la cordura al espanto.
El reggae es nuestro diario y en él nos vertimos hoy
con tecla, cuerda, cuero, y canto, liberando el encanto.14

Interlude #2

“La otra galaxia”15 is the instrumental introduction to the CD
Ideas nuevas. This time the musical homage is paid to another
musician whose influence might have gone otherwise
unnoticed: Cuban singer Silvio Rodríguez. The classical guitar
arpeggios, the harmonic progression—minor seventh to
diminished—and its ambiguous resolutions are typical of his
songs. Silvio’s music has been standard fare for at least two
generations of progressively minded and activist youth. 
Slowly the rhythm section invades the intimate space and
reminds us that it is reggae’s turn. 

Cool runnings:16 The migration of reggae to Puerto Rico

I’d like to send a request to all my peoples up in England
and all my peoples down in Puerto Rico. Haile Bless!!
And I’d just like to send a request to all my people
down in Africa who are suffering.17

Reggae, like all the musical styles of the Caribbean, is a migrant music (Bilby 1985;
Manuel 1995; Quinetero Rivera 1999). In addition to being the product of
transatlantic human traffic, first through slavery and later through the great
migrations between Europe, the United States, and their Caribbean colonies, 
reggae has also been received and embraced by communities well beyond its original
Jamaican boundaries (Foster 1999; Hebdige 1990; Russell 1994). These communities
have in turn transformed reggae and generated their own variations. In México, 
for example, the Razteca18 movement has developed its own musical style, 
combining reggae, rock, and other Mexican musical styles. Even within Jamaica,
new developments like dancehall, a combination of rap and reggae that developed
in Jamaica and New York, emerge as new urban youth musical styles (Stolzoff 2000).
Paul Gilroy (1993: 82) describes this phenomenon in Britain within what he has
labeled “the black Atlantic”: 

Once [reggae’s] own hybrid origins in rhythm and blues 
were effectively concealed, it ceased, in Britain, to signify 
an exclusively ethnic, Jamaican style and derived a different
kind of cultural legitimacy both from a new global status 
and from its expression of what might be termed a pan-
Caribbean culture.

In every location, reggae has left its mark at the same time that it absorbs character-
istics unique to the place, fitting into the open interstices, ever changing in time. 

This process of hybridization through globalization is neither new nor unique to
reggae. The contemporary phenomenon of “world music,” as described by Timothy
Taylor in Global Pop (1997), is characterized by a mixture of styles and a constant
reinvention of genres and performance practices. Complex interactions between
local and global economic, political, and cultural dynamics drive the production and
reproduction of musical styles around the world. These complicated processes of
cultural transformation, appropriation, commercialization, and collaboration have
become characteristic of contemporary popular music. Taylor quotes British cultural
theorist Stuart Hall (1991: 38–9): “the aesthetics of modern popular music is the
aesthetics of the hybrid, the aesthetics of the crossover, the aesthetics of the
diaspora, the aesthetics of creolization.” The global spread and hybridization of
reggae, while not a unique phenomenon, has been of great interest to scholars who
study the cultural formations of the black diaspora.

Kenneth Bilby, for instance, offers a thorough and insightful analysis of this
process of reinvention among different Maroon communities in the Caribbean and
the northern coast of South America. The Maroons, who are descendants of runaway
slaves who established isolated communities throughout the region, “usually serve an
essentialising function [and] are imagined as having maintained a sacred, pre-modern
cultural purity” (2000: 265). Yet, as Bilby aptly demonstrates, young Maroon musicians
have appropriated the music of other black communities, especially reggae music, 
as a source of inspiration for their own musical forms. Through this process,
Maroons have reasserted a sense of particularity as a black community while also
establishing an identity as a “modern” culture with ties to processes of cultural
globalization and to other black communities in the diaspora. Bilby (2000: 284)
suggests that reggae, as a musical genre, is particularly susceptible to this kind of
local transformation:

Precisely because of its capacity to ‘contain’ such stylistic
diversity without erasing it, reggae—like other globalising
styles of Black popular music—provides an attractive means 
of bridging and mediating the local and the global.

[ 231 ][ 230 ]
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affluence and with a deep colonial significance: English. Puerto Ricans have an
ambiguous relationship with English—one that is closely determined by the contexts
in which English emerges as a symbol. Without diverging too far from the focus of this
essay, it is important to consider that while English can be a sign of affluence and
colonial assimilation, it is also related to the migration and poverty of Puerto Ricans
in the United States. Another musical style will serve as a case in point. 

Rap, which is also originally in English, is associated in Puerto Rico with the
working class (Giovannetti Torres 2003; Rivera 1997). However, rap, as a popular
music genre, arrived in Puerto Rico already “marked” by particular markers of class
status; moreover, it had an initial audience quite distinct from that of reggae. 
There are fundamental differences between reggae and rap beyond the class
association of rap with the urban poor in the United States. Rap and the hip hop
movement have important connections to the Puerto Rican and Latino communities
in the United States (Flores 2000). Through these connections, rap began a process
of translation into Spanish before it arrived in Puerto Rico; it is part of a process of
migration that is stereotypically associated by Puerto Ricans in the island with
poverty and cultural dislocation. This process of translation was not associated with
the markers of (local) national identity and leftist politics that framed the emergence
of Spanish reggae, as I will discuss in the next section. Furthermore, Spanish rap 
has been associated with working class and poor communities even before the
emergence of reggae. For these and other reasons, rap is not identified with English
in the same way as reggae and rock.

Spoken English, in both rock and reggae, operates in the Puerto Rican cultural
context as a symbol of global development and great cosmopolitan and intellectual
urbanity. This is not to say that the audience understands the language. In the case 
of rock, although the verbal message is not likely to be understood, other stylistic
elements, such as the rite of individualism, the focus on the present time,
and sexuality, are appropriated as symbols by a particular group of young people
(García 1992). It is unlikely that the English patois of traditional reggae might be
understood by an audience for whom English is a second language, when even 
other English speakers find it difficult to understand, if not simply “unintelligible”
(Russell 1991). Hence, it is precisely in the associations made through English that
one finds the tenuous and contradictory connection between reggae and the 
affluent classes of Puerto Rico.22

Language is important in reggae for two reasons: as an element of identity, and for
the verbal messages it carries. Foster indicates that in reggae, the “[Jamaican patois]
is a language to be understood and misunderstood at the same time: designed to
reveal and conceal” (1999: 8). His commentary underscores the importance of language
in reggae.23 This language barrier hides the social criticism of reggae, and its roots in
liberation movements. It is then through language that Cultura Profética subverts, 
or rather, reverts to reggae as a symbol of political consciousness and social protest:
by making reggae en español.

[ 233 ][ 232 ]

Interlude #3

In their second CD, Ideas nuevas, Cultura engages in one of the
more traditional practices of reggae, the “remix.” In the very
studio where Bob Marley made his famous recordings, they
take advantage of the setting to record their own version of
Marley’s classic tune So Much Trouble. They arrange their remix
with the electronic sounds that give their music an
experimental and contemporary character and immediately
follow with a mix of bossanova, reggae, and romantic ballad
that takes the listener in a “Meditación lunar.” They create an
interstice that they fill with a musical meditation, accompanied
by yet a third language, Portuguese. 

Though reggae is not new in Puerto Rico, bands, festivals, concerts, and other
reggae events have only gained cultural significance in the island in the last ten years.
However, it is crucial to point out that the arrival of reggae to Puerto Rico was not
accompanied by the human migration that brought the music to places like London
and New York (Russell 1991; Savishinsky 1994). Puerto Rican historian and
sociologist Jorge Luis Giovannetti Torres (1995; 2003) argues that reggae arrives in
Puerto Rico as part of a process of commercialization and mass consumption of a
style of which reggae music is a fundamental element. Giovannetti describes how
reggae, along with the external or physical elements of the Rastafari movement,19

has become fashionable and how these symbols have gained enormous monetary
value. This crucial distinction parallels the arrival of reggae to other parts of the
United States where, according to ethnomusicologist Melinda Russell, “reggae music
came… not with immigrants but rather through commercial images, like that of the
dreadlocked, marijuana-smoking Rastafarian packaged in England” (1991: 172).20

Like Russell, Giovannetti also points to the inherent contradictions between the
political social content of reggae and Rastafarianism and the class position of those
who can afford to consume these symbols. 

Mixed with images of surfboards, Morey Boogeys, beach parties, and the sensual
lifeguards of Bay Watch, reggae arrived to Puerto Rico. Carrying some of its original
symbols, particularly the smoking of marijuana and “rasta clothing,” reggae joined
rock as the preferred musical styles of affluent youth in the island. According to
Giovanetti, despite the fact that rock and reggae share common roots in the musical
movements of black and urban poor communities in the United States,21 in Puerto
Rico it is the so-called blanquitos who consume the music and the styles associated
with these musical forms. Although the term blanquitos literally refers to whiteness
(little white people), it is mostly used to refer to the affluent classes in the island. 
In Puerto Rico, the reality of racism is often ignored and race is usually discussed 
in terms of an alleged—thought highly debatable—success in racial integration. 
As the widespread use of the term blanquito indicates, the close connection between
affluence and lightness of skin points to the muddled and often avoided issue of race
in Puerto Rican cultural politics. 

Giovannetti Torres (2003) argues that the cultural patterns associated with reggae
in Puerto Rico assume a fiscal access that working class youth do not have. I would
add further that reggae and rock share a powerful cultural symbol associated with
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Their second CD, Ideas nuevas, is dedicated to a music teacher and band director 
at the Escuela Elemental and Escuela Secundaria de la Universidad de Puerto Rico,
where several of the band members went to school. These two schools are well known
in Puerto Rico for their educational innovation and progressive pedagogy. Though
publicly funded, the elementary school enrolls mostly the children of University of
Puerto Rico faculty, and the secondary school requires an entrance examination.
Regarding his educational experience, lead singer Willy Rodríguez comments:

It is a school in which … you are allowed to decide a few things
on your own, … you have free time between classes [when] you
can do your own things, and there is a lot of musical culture in
the school. It tends to allow you to explore your artistic
interests, and in those free hours … the school hallway was a
place where we made music … and that has a lot to do with the
flow of different ideas at the school. … There was always an air
of liberation, of thinking on your own. I think that influenced a
lot in what we do today musically and ideologically.31

The political, social, and cultural preoccupations of this group of young musicians appear
to be influenced by an education that encourages critical thinking, self-determination,
and allows a space for musical creation. This is not the kind of education that most
working-class youth and youth from poor communities receive in Puerto Rico (or in
the United States, for that matter), but it is an education particular to progressively
minded middle and middle-upper class social and intellectual circles. This, however,
is not to say that the group is uncritical of their own education, as they eloquently
call for their young audiences to “learn to unlearn”:

Hay que aprender a desaprender,
no es contradicción, es remendarse.
No todo lo que se ve es realidad,
no todo lo que se escucha es la verdad.
Debemos aprender 
que no todo lo que se enseña nos hace crecer.32

Interlude #5

Who said that soneos33 are only for salseros? Just listen to Willy
Rodríguez improvising a clever soneo at the end of “Reggae
rústico” (Cultura Profética 1999). With a montuno played on the
cuatro, and the percussion combining salsa and reggae, Willy
makes a call to the reggae unificador latino ̀ que lo sienta hasta
Clinton! and the cuatro signs-off with the typical final cadence of
the aguinaldo.

[ 235 ]

Interlude #4

Cultura Profética embraces Puerto Rican negritud.24 In Canci�n
de alerta (1998), they give their audience an “Advertencia”25 that
it is time to acknowledge the African roots of the Puerto Rican
bloodline and cultural heritage. But instead of choosing bomba
or plena, the rhythms typically associated with blackness in
Puerto Rico, they introduce the theme with the harmonic
progression of a seis mapey�. This campesino style,26 which
has usually been associated with white European heritage,
frames the homage to blackness. Angel Quintero Rivera (1999:
201) argues, in fact, that this m�sica campesina is a tambor
camuflado, or a drum in camouflage. Cultura Profética reveals its
hidden colors. 

Particularities of Puerto Rican reggae

Besides its “translation” into Spanish, reggae is associated in Puerto Rico with a
young audience, who “represent the new age.”27 Most of the musicians and their
audience are teenagers and college-age young adults. Although the study of 
“youth cultures” has a long trajectory,28 the importance of location has only been
raised recently. Andy Bennet, in his Popular Music and Youth Culture, presents a
thorough and fascinating genealogy of the study of youth culture, and he adds:

I have begun to contextualise the focus of my own research by
highlighting the increasing sociological interest in the role of
the ‘local’ as both a space in which youth cultures operate and
a cultural frame of reference for the collective knowledges and
sensibilities shared by youth groups (2000: 32–3). 

With Paul Wills (1990), Bennet points towards an anti-essentialist framework that
approaches youth culture in relation to local conditions. The role of young people as
the main producers and consumers of reggae in Puerto Rico, for example, contrasts
with the multigenerational context in which reggae developed and the wider age
range of the reggae audience in other locations (O’Brien Chang and Chen 1998). 
In addition, as argued earlier, reggae has been identified with youth from particular
social classes in Puerto Rico since its arrival. The members of Cultura Profética
identify themselves as members of the social class that embraced the symbols 
of reggae, and their initial audience came from the same social circles. They acknowl-
edge that while the group has had great success with a wider audience, the majority
of the reggae audience in Puerto Rico is formed by youth from middle and middle-
high class backgrounds. 

The class identity of the members of the group points toward the specific
character of the cultural space they occupy. The educational experiences of the
group members—some in prestigious private schools and progressive public
schools—indicates a socialization into what they themselves identify as a “middle-
high class.”29 Some of the members have also had musical training specific to those
educational experiences that has molded the type of music that they produce.30

[ 234 ]
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Although the precursor styles of reggae—ska and rock-steady—are not usually
associated with social consciousness and revolutionary content, this is clearly the
case of reggae (Hebdige 1990). It is not necessary to dig too deeply into Cultura’s
lyrics to notice that it continues with this tradition. Just the titles of their first two
CD’s, Canción de alerta and Ideas nuevas, are evidence to the fact. However, this is not
to say that these songs represent a simple repetition of the critical content of other
kinds of reggae, or even of the traditional political opposition in Puerto Rico. 
The title Ideas nuevas is but a small clue into the political particularities of this music.
In the song “Suelta los amarres,” they compel their listeners to “let go” of the old
political rhetoric of violence and to redefine their own struggles:

Representamos la nueva edad,
así que…
no amemos la lucha vieja,
no andemos en pos de guerra.
Representamos la nueva edad,
¡así es!…
nuestra lucha es interna,
cada cuál tiene ya su brega.34

Un llamado para la unidad: The arts and intergenerational unity

The complex interplay of musical elements, the range of the harmonic, melodic, and
rhythmic vocabulary, the instrumentation, the form or structure, and even the sound
engineering, demonstrate Cultura’s artistic eagerness to create a unique style of
reggae. This “Puerto Rican reggae,” combines sounds from the coquí’s nightly song35

and the cuatro36 to the Ondes Martenot37 and other electronically produced sounds
that they identify as psicodelia.38 This psicodelia includes both digital and analog
sounds that suggest old sci-fi movies or surfing on the AM band of the radio. In their
most recent CD, Diario (2003), they incorporate sounds and voices from their daily
lives to foreground the acontecer of their own personal lives. The song “De antes”
opens with a small girl who talks to Willy about the title of a song, and we join the
band as they pack their bathing suits before a trip “Pa’l Río Tanamá.” These elements
give the music an ethereal atmosphere, as if we were in “La otra galaxia” (Cultura
Profética 1999), transported by the Cachimbo39 Space Shuttle. 

At the same time, Cultura chooses to recreate the original sounds of reggae by
recuperating and reconstructing old instruments such as the Moog Source and the
Fender Rhodes, which are both utilized in traditional or “roots” reggae. These
elements are rare in contemporary reggae and Jamaican music in general, where
dancehall and newer combinations of reggae and rap have taken hold (Stolzoff 2000),
but they remain a referent of the “roots” style that once marked “authentic” reggae
(Russell 1991). The use of these sounds, and some of the more traditional rhythms
within reggae, gained Cultura the respect and admiration of some of the elders and
veteran reggae musicians in the Jamaican community, where they recorded their 
first two CD’s. In an interview, singer and composer Willy Rodríguez describes:
“There were some elders that were listening to us, for example the ska and the rock-
steady in our records, and they would get very emotional.”40 Singer María Soledad
Gaztambide Arandes adds: “We noticed that they appreciated our music. They got

like an old something, a bygone feeling.”41 Indeed, older generations who are perhaps
nostalgic for the sounds and rhythms of “roots” reggae may have appreciated the new
iterations of the old style, which is now rare among new groups.42

In Puerto Rico, the group has had a similar generational cross-over, but for
completely different reasons. The social preoccupations and critical content of their
songs and the use of Spanish appeal to an older generation that has always consumed
the music of the Nueva Trova.43 Moreover, the use of Puerto Rican rhythms, salsa,
bossanova, and others, attracts the ear of groups that do not necessarily identify with
reggae. As Willy Rodríguez describes:

There are a lot of people who do not like reggae, and yet they
identify with what Cultura says. They have learned to
appreciate the music, and have learned to see it in another
way. Many people thought that it was very monotonous, and
now they understand it differently.44

A harmonic analysis of some of their songs reveals a preference for tonal ambiguity
and repetition. The musicians of Cultura Profética are dexterous with the poly-
rhythmic patterns that the group incorporates and proficient improvising in the
ambiguities of jazz and polymodal music.45 These stylistic details might go unnoticed
by the general audience, but it is clear nonetheless that this kind of Puerto Rican
reggae is distinct from other types of reggae and of Puerto Rican music. 
Willy Rodríguez comments on the response of reggae musicians from other countries:

The first time that we brought [the Argentinean group] Los
Cafres and shared with them, we told them that we really
enjoyed the way that they sang. [The singer] told me that he
liked [our music] because when he listened to us he heard a
salsero playing reggae. …I had not noticed that, but it seems
like indirectly we have it inside. Because of what one listens
to—the soneos, and maybe the timbre of our voice.46

Interlude #6

The cuatro is present in “Reggae rústico” from the beginning.
When the song arrives at the second stanza, the piano plays a
montuno that accompanies the words saltar fronteras.47 The
montuno returns to accompany the reggae when the lyrics say
m�stica conexi�n de ideas,48 making reference to the powerful
rhythmic connection between reggae and the montuno; piedra-
im�n que atrae cosas buenas.49 In live performances, these
cosas buenas include a seis improvised by the trovadoraVictoria
Sanabria; it is a way of making Boricua music.

[ 237 ][ 236 ]
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onto the stage, and DJ Nature joined them with his turntables. This staged jolgorio53

turns into a dance duel of bomba vs break-dance, in a clear illustration of the hybridity
of what Puerto Rican critic Marcos Pérez-Ramírez (2000) has called a cultura
camaleónica, or chameleon culture. The concert came to a close with the group’s
“Reggae rústico,” in which singer Victoria Sanabria sang and improvised décimas in
the traditional campesino style. As María Soledad Gaztambide comments, “For us,
this is what culture symbolizes. That mixture of things, the old and the new.”54

The magnitude of this interdisciplinary work is unprecedented in Puerto Rico,
and it illustrates the group’s commitment to innovative cultural efforts.55 This is not
about juvenile resistance or generational confrontation. On the contrary, Cultura
Profética embraces the wide range of differences in their cultural context and shares
the beauty of their creative process. 

Interlude #7

“Diario” begins with the deep sound of a bass drum playing a
slow and persistent pulse, as if the heartbeat had slowed down
our pace in profound palpitation. An acoustic guitar rings in long
rasgueado harmonies, and a set of drums set a simple rhythm in
the background. The lyrics speak of reggae as a diary of daily life.
The sounds of the Puerto Rican night emerge, and suddenly we
are in the El Yunque tropical rainforest, under a clear night and a
full moon. Then the reggae begins, and the lyrics take over:

Quiero documentar la cosquilla, el domin� y el caf�,
el palique en la esquina y el bemb�.
Documentar tambi�n el r�o que acaricia mi piel,
inspira los sentidos y energiza mi ser.
Documentar la cosquilla que me hizo re�r ayer
para acordarme otro d�a y enloquecer otra vez.
Documentar el t�mido horizonte que se esconde
tras la duna y la palmera, que adornan la costa en Pi�ones,
las olas de Chatarra y Aviones.
Ay, el tumbao de los tambores que se escuchan en Lo�za
cuando paso de prisa y se me olvida la carrera.
Si, al fin, vivir el d�a es lo que cuenta.
El pasado es un punto de partida
y el futuro t� lo inventas.
Documentar la cosquilla que me ha visto crecer
para que otras culturas la gocen tambi�n.
E, e, cosas de la vida Boricua.
Oyem�, gozadera pura y viva, t� ve�
Vive el color de esta islita,
siente el calor que regala mi gente,�56
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In his book Salsa, sabor y control, Angel Quintero-Rivera argues that the salsa
musical genre is not a specific kind or style of music, with a particular rhythm or
harmonic structure, but rather a “way of making music.” This idea is illustrated when
the reggae musicians from Latin America comment that Cultura Profética sounds
salseao. The combination of various styles of music into one piece, and the particular
feel of salsa—as a way of making music—are transmitted into reggae in similar
manner, creating a new kind of salsa-reggae, which I have labeled in this essay Puerto
Rican reggae.50 This new music certainly incorporates instrumental and musical
elements that mark it as a particularly Puerto Rican (with its use of references to
traditional music and instruments such as the cuatro) form of reggae (with its
underlying rhythmic structure and arrangements, and the use of “roots”
instruments). But more importantly, this reggae is Puerto Rican because the
particularities that distinguish it from other reggae styles emerge from social and
cultural conditions that are specific to contemporary Puerto Rico and to the
preoccupations of a Puerto Rican audience.

Of course, this is not to say that reggae only exists in Puerto Rico in this form, 
or that a similar combination of forms might not emerge elsewhere. This kind of
reggae is Puerto Rican to the extent that it reflects and responds to the local
conditions and necessities of the young Puerto Rican musicians who produce it and
its audience, which of course, is not limited to a Puerto Rican public. In fact, the
group has been quite successful outside of the island, and those responses are
mediated by local circumstances that might be quite different from those that have
been described here. In addition, the elements that come together in this style 
of reggae are part of a culture that Puerto Ricans identify with and call their own.
The Spanish language, for instance, is not just any Spanish, but one made “Puerto
Rican” by usage and practice. Willy Rodríguez comments that their way of singing
in Spanish is also particular: “We do it the way it comes out in real time, with our
voice. Our language is different, and so… the expression comes out!”51 

An additional innovative aspect of the work of Cultura Profética emerges as a
redefinition of their performance practices in live concerts. In their largest live
concert presentations, the group integrated musicians who brought other styles to
their work and incorporated art works from other disciplines. This interdisciplinary
and collective conception of the live performance represents a world-view and an
aesthetic conception that breaks with the paradigms of popular music and
incorporates ideas from the contemporary art world. Although Cultura Profética is
certainly not the first in experimenting with an interdisciplinary approach to their
performances, in the mainstream performance spaces of the island, they certainly
represent one of the most boundary-breaking experiments in live performance
practice among popular musicians. During one of their concerts, which was later
edited as a CD (Cultura Profética 2000), their interdisciplinary effort is clear. 

Concertgoers were welcomed to the theater by members of the Agua, Sol y Sereno
theater company, which gave out flowers to everyone in the audience. The concert
opened with a slide show portraying the struggle of the people of Vieques against the
U.S. Navy. Puerto Rican poet Gallego was invited to recite his work over Cultura’s
music. In a gesture of collaborative force, jazz musician William Cepeda52 joined the
group with his conch shells and trombone, in a tune that eventually turns into 
a comparsa and a tumbadora solo. A couple of bomba players joined in with their
barriles, and bomba dancer Manuel Carmona took part in the effort. As if not
enough, Cultura Profética invited Puerto Rican hip hop and rap artist Whelmo 
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It is true that the cultural work of Cultura Profética brings together and represents
elements that identify it as a particular kind of Puerto Rican reggae and that it
reflects a shift in cultural practice and consumption. However, we must ask the
question, How does the cultural work of this group reflect the actual preoccupations
of their audience? Do these shifts represent larger changes in the social
consciousness and concerns of Puerto Rican youth, or are they just an adjustment 
in the “culture industry”? (Adorno 1991).

A second issue that remains largely unaddressed has to do with the relationship
between the cultural work of these young people and their education. As mentioned
earlier, most of the group’s members had an education quite different from the one
most students receive in Puerto Rican public schools. What is the role of education,
both inside and outside of schools, in the cultural work of young people, and in their
political and social consciousness? These two issues present us with a larger problem.
If there is any relationship, in form or content, between the cultural work of these
young artists and the social and cultural preoccupations of their wide audience, then
how does education, in school or otherwise, influence the emergence of a cultural
work that reflects and responds to those wider preoccupations? Further, how can this
cultural work become a catalyst for a social transformation that emerges from
popular culture?

Cultura Profética is explicit about its social and political agenda. Their political ideas
are as intimate and personal as their cultural work, and as this final set of lyrics, borrowed
from Uruguayan poet Mario Benedetti, express, they are the raison d’être of their music.

Cantamos porque el grito no es bastante,
y no es bastante el llanto ni la bronca.
Cantamos porque creemos en nuestra gente,
y porque venceremos la derrota.
Cantamos porque llueve sobre el surco,
y somos militantes de la vida,
y porque no queremos ni podemos
dejar que la canci�n se haga ceniza.60
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Conclusion: “We won’t and we can’t allow the songs to turn into ashes”57

On November 30, 2000, at the Roberto Clemente Coliseum, a group of musicians
gathered in a benefit concert to raise funds to support the civil struggle against the
United Sates Navy in the island-town of Vieques, Puerto Rico.58 In addition to two 
of the usual suspects of the Puerto Rican Nueva Trova, Roy Brown and Zoraida
Santiago, the concert included the Spanish rock band Fiel a la Vega, Dominican
singer Adalgisa Pantaleón, Argentinean singer León Giego, Nuyorican jazz flautist
Néstor Torres, and Cultura Profética. This event represented an expansion of the
usual artists and styles involved in this type of artistic-political event; moreover, 
the organization of the concert itself embodied a new approach to political/cultural
events all together. María Soledad Gaztambide recalls the unique experience:

The concert was very different because instead of playing 
our own stuff separately, we were interacting the whole time.
Fiel a la Vega sang and played with us “Ideas nuevas,” and 
we played “Salimos de aquí” with them. Roy and Zoraida sang
“Suelta los amarres” with us, and I, Yari and Adalgisa did the
backup for Zoraida in “Aquí nos hayará la madrugada.” Fiel [a
la Vega] performed [Roy Brown’s] “El negrito bonito,” and we
did a reggae version of his “Árboles,” Nestor Torres played
flute in “Reggae rústico,” … and Victoria Sanabria sang with us.
Also, Willy sang with León Gieco in one of the best songs of the
concert, titled “Cinco siglos igual.” …In the [famous] songs like
“Oubao moin” and “Boricua en la luna” we literally all sang
and played together. The arrangement of “Oubao moin” like
you will never hear it again in your life: guitars, bomba, rock,
reggae, it was incredible. … It was a big mezcolanza.59

The great success of the group Cultura Profética exemplifies a shift in the
dynamics of interaction between cultural workers and their audience, as well as with
other cultural workers of various styles, disciplines, and generations (West 1990).
Given that that Cultura Profética—as a Spanish reggae group, in a market saturated
with U.S. pop music, salsa, merengue, and romantic ballads—has sold more than
50,000 copies of each CD and that ticket sales of their concerts have been successful,
it may be that these facts indicate a shift in the cultural practices and musical consumption
of Puerto Rican youth. In this article, I have looked closely at the artistic practices of this
group, and traced their innovative approach to a shift in cultural practices. Some clues point
to a shift in the cultural consumption patterns of their audience; however, it remains to be
seen how these shifts correspond to each other, and whether they speak to a larger shift in
Puerto Rican society and cultural politics.

Following the line of analysis presented by popular music scholar Keith Negus
(1996), it could be argued that the local conditions—political and social—and the
historical moment are embodied in the popularization of a particular kind of reggae
in Puerto Rico. The characteristic elements of this music, one could argue, might be
the result of larger forces that emerge in the specific moment and locality in which it
exists and becomes popular. This opens the doors for future ethnographic research.
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7 Gaztambide Arandes, email 12/9/00. All quotes from emails and interviews through
the rest of this essay appear only in English and are translated by the author.
8 Song of Alert (Cultura Profética 1998).
9 Rock-steady is a style that developed from ska music and eventually became reggae.
Although the rhythm is typically slightly faster than reggae, there is enough variation in
the tempo of both reggae and rock-steady to make this distinction almost irrelevant. 
The styles are differentiated more by the use of the base, which in reggae is more
prominent, and the steady accentuation of the second half of every beat, which in rock-
steady is more marked. For more on these styles, see O’Brien Chang and Chen (1998).
10 Hebdige (1990) describes the practice of recording spoken comments over the music
and its impact on reggae.
11 “New Ideas,” title of Cultura’s second CD.
12 Gaztambide Arandes, e-mail 12/9/00.
13 On youth as a social category, see Frith (1984). 
14 “Reggae is our daily life and in it we write / with soil, with sky, and with tears; 
from sanity to fear. / Reggae is our daily life and in it we pour ourselves today / with key,
string, skin, and song, freeing enchantment.” “Diario” in Cultura Profética (1999).
15 “The other galaxy.”
16 This is the name of a store in Puerto Rico dedicated to the clothing and decorative
styles and paraphernalia associated with reggae in the United States. It is also the title 
of a Hollywood movie about a Jamaican bobsled team.
17 Alrick Thompson and Ras “Rodjah,” “Filitustrein” in Cultura Profética (1998).
Thompson, assistant engineer for Marley Music and Tuff Gong studios in Kingston,
and “Radjah,” a personal collaborator with the Marley family, offered this “talk-over”
in the recording of this track.
18 A combination of the words rasta and azteca. See the web site at www.razteca.org.mx
for more information, [Retrieved November 30, 2003.]
19 Rastafarianism is a spiritual and political movement that developed in Jamaican
Black communities. This movement is intimately associated with reggae music. 
For further insights on Rastafarianism, see for instance Chevannes (1995), Foster (1998),
and Potash (1997).
20 For a discussion of the spread of Rastafarian imagery throughout the world see
Savishinsky (1995).
21 See Foster (1999) for a detailed account of reggae’s roots in early jazz and big band
music from the narratives of the musicians themselves. For a discussion of the political
conditions that led to the internationalization of reggae see Gaztambide-Fernández
(2002) and Savishinsky (1994).
22 Elsewhere (Gaztambide-Fernández 2002) I’ve argued that a similar tenuous
relationship is at the root of the internationalization of reggae as a Jamaican symbol.
23 The poetry anthologies edited by Dawes (1998; 1999) and Habekost (1993) are
excellent resources for a close look at the poetry of reggae and Jamaican Patois.
24 Blackness.
24 “Warning.” 
26 Campesino comes from the word campo or countryside and denotes aspects of Puerto
Rican culture associated with the rural mountainous region of the island.
27 From “Suelta los amarres” (“Let go of the ties”), Cultura Profética (1998).
28 Particularly in England as part of cultural studies. See for example Cohen (1999). 
In the US, mostly from the perspective of human development, education, 
and psychology, the focus has traditionally been on pathologizing youth as a “problem.”
29 María Soledad Gaztambide Arandes, e-mail message to author October 19, 2000.
30 This is not to say that musical training is necessarily associated with this kind of
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A  N O T E  O N  T R A N S L AT I O N S

In the interest of reaching a broader audience, I have chosen to write this essay in
English. All of the quotes from interviews and emails, with the exception of the opening
quote, have been translated by the author and are included here only in English. However,
all lyrics, song titles, and other references to songs appear in the text in Spanish with
translations by the author included in the notes unless the original words are in English.

N O T E S

1 My interest in the music of Cultura Profética does not emerge only from my
curiosity about the relationship between music and society in general nor specifically
from the context or the content of their work. My own musical experiences, as a student
of music and a producer of musical art, are evident in my interest and my approach to
this research. Furthermore, and perhaps most important, I am proud to be the brother 
of both the young woman quoted at the beginning of this essay and one of the keyboard
players in the first two CD’s analyzed here. Both are active participants in the cultural 
life that I attempt to describe and which I, due to my physical distance, can only live
vicariously through them. Without extending this reflection unnecessarily, I want to
recognize that these relationships give me a particular window, and that my experiences
give my interpretations of this cultural production and its context a particular accent. 
I am deeply thankful to my sister, María Soledad Gaztambide Arandes, and to Willy
Rodríguez for their interest in this project, their interesting stories, and their insightful
reflections about their experiences with Cultural Profética.
2 “Prophetic Culture is the culture we live day to day, it is the culture that changes and
transforms itself, it is a hybrid culture, made by young people who have awaken to
‘Boricua’ daily life, and who express through various kinds of art forms their needs and
ideas for communal living in Puerto Rico” (author’s translation). María Soledad
Gaztambide Arandes, email message to author, December 9, 2000. The word ‘Boricua’
comes from Borikén, which is how the inhabitants of the island called it prior to the
Spanish colonization. Today it is widely used among Puerto Ricans as a marker of cultural
and national identity.
3 “Reggae is our daily life” (Cultura Profética 1999).
4 Puerto Rican anglicism, refers to the act of getting together for a musical “jam.”
5 Colloquialism. A vente-tú, which literally means “you (anyone) come,” is an informal
occasion when people who do not necessarily know each other or each other’s skills
gather semirandomly to participate in some activity such as a musical jam. 
6 The reggae band of Millo Torres y el Tercer Planeta began performing Spanish reggae
and achieved relative success before Cultura Profética. The musical production of these
two groups has many similarities and one might argue that in some sense the work of the
former set the stage for the success of the latter. I am interested here in Cultura Profética
as a case study because of the content of their lyrics, which tend to be more explicitly
political. The group has participated more actively in the political life of the island and
has been more forthcoming with their political positions throughout their trajectory.
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56 “I want to document the tickling, the dominoes and the coffee, / the chatting 
in the corners and the street parties. / Document as well the river that caresses my skin, 
/ inspires the senses and energizes my being. / Document the tickles that made my laugh
yesterday / so I can remember / another day, and go crazy all over again. / Document the
timid horizon that hides / behind the sand dunes, the palm trees, that adorn the coast
in Piñones, / the waves of Chatarra and Aviones / Oh! the tumbao of the drums that are
playing in Loíza / when I go by quickly and I forget the race. / If, in the end, to live the
day is what counts. / The past is a starting point, / and you make up the future. /
Document the tickles that have seen me grow / so other cultures can enjoy them as
well. / E, e, things of Boricua life. / Listen to me, pure and alive joy, you see, / On lives
the color of this little island, / feel the heat that my people give,” from “Diario”
(Cultura Profética 1999).
57 From the poem “Por que Cantamos” by Mario Benedetti, set to music by Cultura
Profética (Cultura Profética 1998).
58 See www.viequeslibre.org for more information [Retrieved November 30, 2003]. 
The U.S. Navy has since retreated from the island of Vieques. The environmental disaster
they left behind remains to be addressed.
59 A big mixture of things. María Soledad Gaztambide Arandes, e-mail message to
author December 13, 2000.
60 “We sing because screaming is not enough, / and it is not enough to cry nor to be
angry. / We sing because we believe in our people, / and because we will win over defeat. 
/ We sing because it rains over the brook, / and we are militants of life, / and because we
won’t and we can’t / allow the songs to turn into ashes.” From the poem “Por que
cantamos”, by Mario Benedetti, in Cultura Profética (1998).
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education. In Puerto Rico, musical training per se is not a sign of class status. In fact,
there is a long tradition of working-class musicians, active since the 19th century. See for
example Glasser (1995) and Quintero Rivera 1999).
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37 This is a continuous pitch frequency instrument that allows uninterrupted or
glissando movement between notes. Used in modern Western music by composers such
as Messiaen, Milhaud, and Boulez, among others (Grout and Paliska 1988; Randel (1978).
From “Tempestad tranquila” (Cultura Profética 1998).
38 Gaztambide Arandes and Rodríguez, phone interview. See also the CD jackets of
their four CD’s.
39 A kind of bong for smoking marijuana.
40 Gaztambide Arandes and Rodríguez, phone interview.
41 Gaztambide Arandes and Rodríguez, phone interview.
42 I am indebted to an anonymous reader for this suggestion.
43 Nueva Trova or Nueva Canción refers to a movement in Latin American popular 
music that began in the 1960s among singers writing songs with radical political content,
often called canciones de protesta (protest songs). For more on nueva trova see Bilby (1985),
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44 Gaztambide Arandes and Rodríguez, phone interview.
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melodic mode against major mode harmonies. This creates an effect similar to the 
“blue note” in the blues.
46 Gaztambide Arandes and Rodríguez, phone interview.
47 “jumping over borders,” in Reggae Rústico. In Cultura Profética (1999).
48 “mystical connection of ideas,” (Cultura Profética 1999).
49 “magnetic stone that brings together good things,” (Cultura Profética 1999).
50 Making a deliberate connection between salsa and Puerto Rican music locates this
essay in a relationship to a long-standing debate as to the “national” roots of salsa, 
which I find rather misdirected (see Manuel 1994). I prefer to situate reggae in
relationship to salsa much like the authors in Waxer (2002).
51 Gaztambide Arandes and Rodríguez, phone interview.
52 Cepeda is an internationally recognized jazz trombonist who developed a style he
coined as “Afro-Rican jazz.” He is a member of the Cepeda family of Loíza, Puerto Rico,
one of the keepers of Afro-Puerto Rican music in the island. 
53 A large and raucous party.
54 María Soledad Gaztambide Arandes, e-mail message to author October 21, 2000.
55 In 2001, Cultura was one of the featured artists in a documentary about the African
roots of Puerto Rican music. This video also brought together a crosssection of Puerto
Rican artists representing various generations and genres. It was part of a series produced
by the Banco Popular de Puerto Rico dedicated to Puerto Rican music (Suau 2001). 
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