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original and intriguing it is. Bold, innovative treatments are bound to 
have controversial aspects. This is certainly a wonderful book, filled with 
insight, written with verve, and offering new ways both to understand 
Trinidadian and West Indian nationalism and to approach the study of 
international relations beyond traditional diplomatic sources and macro-
narratives of geopolitical power. It will be placed alongside important 
cultural histories of US imperialism and should be widely read both 
among and beyond its natural audience in Caribbean history.

Raúl A. Fernández. 2006. From Afro-Cuban Rhythms to Latin 
Jazz. Berkeley/Chicago: University of California Press/
Center for Black Music Research, Columbia College. ISBN: 
978-0-520-24708-6.

Ted A. Henken
Sociology and Black and Hispanic Studies

Baruch College
City University of New York

Ted_Henken@baruch.cuny.edu

Consider this. In 1967, Nuyorican salsero and trombone virtuoso 
Willy Colón (then just seventeen!) released his debut album on 

the famed Fania label entitled, “El Malo,” featuring the cut Borinquen. 
Unsurprisingly, the song pays musical homage to the island of Puerto 
Rico, from where the song’s vocalist, Héctor Lavoe (but not its com-
poser, Colón) hailed (Colón, the grandson of Puerto Rican migrants, was 
born in the Bronx). Before descending into an intricate call-and-response 
montuno section where the sonero announces over and over again his 
desire to return to the beautiful island of Borinquen, the opening lyric 
tells listeners something quite strange for such a presumably nostalgic, 
nationalistic song about the island of Puerto Rico. “Borinquen, a tí yo 
te dedico/ Este guaguancó/ Porque ese ritmo cubano/ y lo bailan los his-
panos/ y te lo dedico yo” (Borinquen, to you I dedicate/ This guaguancó/ 
Because this Cuban rhythm/ Is danced by Hispanics/ And I dedicate it 
to you). 

What are a group of Puerto Rican and Nuyorican musicians doing 
taking a Cuban rumba rhythm, the guaguancó, and using it to express 
their pride in and connection to Puerto Rico? Moreover, why are a bunch 
of “hispanos” (many of whom are not even Puerto Rican) going crazy 
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dancing to such a rhythm? And why are they doing all this in New York 
City and not back in the Caribbean? Well, the simple answer is what I 
always tell people who ask me to define salsa: “Cuban music, played by 
Puerto Ricans, in New York City.” 

For a more sustained, complex, and properly footnoted answer, 
you’d be hard pressed to find a better guide than Raúl A. Fernández’s 
concise yet penetrating volume, From Afro-Cuban Rhythms to Latin 
Jazz (If you also want glossy and historical photos, hard-to-find sheet 
music, classic album covers, and a companion CD, you should seek out 
Fernandez’s bilingual, coffee-table book, Latin Jazz: The Perfect Combi-
nation / La Combinación Perfecta, published in 2002 by Chronicle Books, 
in association with the Smithsonian Institution’s Traveling Exhibition on 
Latin Jazz, which toured 12 U.S. cities between 2002 and 2006). While 
admittedly only a “first step” (p. 161) in the ongoing task of exploring, 
analyzing, explaining, and enjoying the popular dance rhythms of Cuba 
and its diaspora, Fernández’s new volume establishes a sound concep-
tual foundation for such an enterprise. “In this work,” the author tells 
us in the preface, “I hope to contribute to a historical, biographical, and 
theoretical platform on Cuban music that may serve others who wish 
to establish richer comparisons between different national forms and 
eventually develop a more encompassing regional aesthetics” (p. xii).

Specifically, Fernández highlights four aspects of Cuban music that 
make it one of “the most complex and exciting rhythms on the planet” 
(p. viii). First is its ability to readily absorb elements from other styles of 
music resulting in a plethora of “fertile mixtures” and the “high quality 
of resulting hybrids” (p. viii)—from son, to salsa, to Afro-Cuban or Latin 
jazz. Second, Cuban popular music exhibits a “broad similarity to other 
musics of the Caribbean” (p. viii) allowing it to easily spread throughout 
the region, planting itself in other lands, cultures, and traditions as if it 
were a native, national genre. For example, many Colombians think of 
son as a Colombian invention, just as Mexicans often think the danzón 
came from Veracruz, as do Puerto Ricans and Nuyoricans of salsa. Even 
the Argentine tango…, well, I won’t even go there. 

Third, Cuban music is popular music in the true sense of the term. 
It is a “people’s music” which, much like the blues, has been developed 
and enjoyed by working class musicians with lyrics that grow out of and 
comment on everyday concerns—work, play, love, and despair. Finally, 
Cuban music is irrepressibly and unapologetically sensual—that is, 
food, flavor (“sabor”), sex, and sensuality are ever-present both in the 
lyric (where innuendo and double entendre are de rigueur) and in the 
style of playing the instruments. None of this should surprise us, argues 
Fernández, given that popular Cuban dance music draws on several 
“classical” musics, from the “great vocal traditions of West Africa,” to 
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“the complex drum rhythms of Yorubaland, Calabar, and the Congo,” 
to the Andalusian cante jondo, to Italian opera, Spanish zarzuela, and 
European art music and ballet (p. ix). In short, when a sonero (whether 
it be Benny Moré, Celia Cruz, or Ibrahim Ferrer, or even Héctor Lavoe, 
Ismael “Maelo” Rivera, or Marc Anthony) serenades us with a soft, 
heartbreaking bolero or provokes us with a bawdy, improvised guaracha, 
we are witness to a magical synthesis of ancient African chants, deep 
Spanish flamenco, and classic Italian bel canto all rolled into one.

In the book’s first half, “Popular Music,” Fernández’s seeks to 
provide the outlines for a social and historical musicology of the entire 
Caribbean basin and Caribbean diaspora by using Cuba, its rhythms, and 
its musicians as his case study. He purposely chooses the son/salsa/sabor 
nexus as his starting point hoping to inspire others to make parallel 
comparisons by looking into the development and popularity of other 
national “new world musics,” such as the blues, jazz, tango, samba, and 
meringue. He begins this task by highlighting the hidden unity that 
characterizes the culture and music of the Caribbean as opposed to 
its supposed diversity, divided as it often is into separate Anglophone, 
Francophone, and Hispanophone silos. 

Fernández provides us with a wealth of historical, cultural, and 
musical examples of the underlying unity of the musics of the Carib-
bean. Among his many instructive and convincing examples are the 
storybook pan-Caribbean career of itinerant composer Louis Moreau 
Gottschalk and the fact that the descendants of the legendary Palenque 
de San Basilio on the Caribbean coast of Colombia easily assimilated the 
Cuban son in the early twentieth century as if it were their own. However, 
Fernández’s most provocative and fruitful argument is his insightful 
social history of the Puerto Rican bomba rhythm.

Also a drum and a dance style, the bomba musical style seems to 
have originated in Saint-Domingue (Haiti) and then moved to Puerto 
Rico and Santiago de Cuba with slaves and free black workers following 
Haitian independence, becoming known as bomba in Puerto Rico and 
tumba francesa in Santiago. It later reemerged as national folklore in 
Puerto Rico and in Latino Nueva York with the development of salsa. 
Finally, it reappeared as the rhythm to the title song on the Grammy-
winning CD entitled (what else?), Mi Tierra, released not by a Puerto 
Rican but by Miami Cuban crossover sensation Gloria Estefan in 1994. 
Citing this example, Fernández points to the irony that: 

The bomba rhythm—so closely associated with Puerto Rican folk-
lore—may be heard behind the title song, with its lyrics that speak 
repeatedly of Cuban themes, Cuban traditions, and the general nos-
talgia of Cuban Americans for their island homeland. […] [The fact 
that] Gloria Estefan’s interpretation of “Mi tierra,” a tune based on a 
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“Puerto Rican” rhythm of “Haitian” ancestry could resonate so strongly 
among Cubans […] constitutes another example of the multifaceted 
Caribbean sensibility (pp. 7-8).

I guess if the Puerto Ricans could reinvent the Cuban guaguancó 
to intone the beauty of their native Borinquen back in 1967, then the 
Cubans in Miami are justified in lifting the bomba rhythm in order to 
hearken back to their own long-lost tierra in 1994.

In the three chapters that make up the first half of his book, Fernán-
dez sequentially highlights the concepts of “salsa,” “son,” and “sabor,” as 
they relate to the development of Cuban music. While the second chap-
ter, “Ontology of the Son,” covers much familiar ground, it does so with 
flair and precision, going beyond many truisms about this all-important 
hybrid roots music. For example, Fernández builds upon the standard 
boilerplate description of the son as “a perfect marriage between the 
Spanish guitar and the African drum,” to briefly but powerfully evoke the 
internal richness and diversity of each of these parent musical cultures. 
In his earlier discussion of salsa, son’s hybrid grandchild, Fernández also 
emphasizes its multinational and multicultural influences (Puerto Rico, 
Venezuela, Colombia, the Dominican Republic, Panama, etc.), without 
overlooking the fact that its roots irrefutably lie in the Cuban son. Still, 
Fernández argues that salsa is something more than old son music 
repackaged for the U.S. Latino market. This is so, he argues, because 
salsa took on an “extramusical character,” as it developed in some of the 
poorest, most marginalized and violent immigrant barrios of the U.S. As 
such, salsa has come to be inextricably identified with the Latino urban 
communities of New York of the 1970s and 1980s, constituting what 
master salsa lyricist Ruben Blades called, “the folklore of the cities” 
(p. 14). For that reason, he argues that endless debates over how the 
supposed “evils of the commercialism of the music industry” dilute the 
“authenticity” of a pure Latin genre are often overblown and misplaced. 
“Much of what is regarded today as ‘classic’ Afro-Cuban music,” he 
reminds his readers, “the ‘truly authentic,’ developed in the ambiance of 
nightclubs and casinos patronized by U.S. tourists in Havana, a testimony 
to the ability of popular musicians to extract meaning out of sometimes 
societally demeaning situations” (p. 19).

In the case of salsa, despite the fact that its incubator was the 
American city, it has always struggled against the misperception that it 
is a “transplanted” musical form and, as such, falls “outside the bound-
aries of the imagined national music community” (p. 15). Still, Fernán-
dez admits that the fact that the music is almost always performed in 
Spanish and with a “beat” (the two-bar rhythmic pattern known as the 
clave) almost universally difficult for non-Caribbeans and especially 
for us rhythm-challenged Anglos to feel, have rendered it perennially 
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“ foreign,” “exotic,” and separate from “American” music, notwithstand-
ing the fact that, like many Latinos themselves, it has been present in 
the U.S. almost from the beginning.

However, part of the reason Anglos have such difficulty with Cuban 
music lies in the elusive concept of sabor (fully developed in the excellent 
third chapter, “The Aesthetics of Sabor”). Sabor dictates that the melodic 
and rhythm instruments often play at cross-purposes. That is, the typi-
cally melodic instruments “(brass, strings, piano, and bass) are utilized 
so as to maximize their rhythmic potential, [while the typically rhythmic 
percussion instruments] are played to exhaust their melodic capacity” 
(pp. 15-16). An essential quality of popular Cuban dance music, sabor 
is described and celebrated by Fernández as the particular way Cubans 
play their music—“con sabor,” that is with a characteristically Cuban 
“flavor” (perhaps comparable to the concept of “swing” in African-
American music). This Cuban flavor is perhaps best exemplified by the 
way Cuban bassists like Cachao, treseros like Pancho Amat, or pianists 
like Rubén González or Bebo Valdés transform their instruments into 
“string-percussion hybrids” (p. 48). 

The second half of the book, “On the Road to Latin Jazz,” is com-
prised of biographical essays of eight Cuban musicians (divided into five 
chapters) who led the mid-century charge of bringing Cuban music to a 
global audience and paved the way for the crossover phenomena of both 
salsa and especially Latin Jazz. These musicians, Afro-Cubans all, are the 
famed bassist and composer Israel “Cachao” López, the renown crossover 
conga-man Ramón “Mongo” Santamaría, bongosero Armando Peraza, 
congosero Carlos “Patato” Valdés, sacred batá master Francisco Agua-
bella, conga-playing Jazzman Cándido Camero, trumpet virtuoso Alfredo 
“Chocolate” Armenteros, and the “Queen” of salsa herself, Celia Cruz.

Luckily for us, Fernández had the chance to personally interview all 
eight of these musicians (along with a hit parade of other leading Cuban 
musicians such as Frank Emilio Flynn, Richard Egües, Tata Guines, 
Celina González, Enrique Bonné, and Chucho and Bebo Valdés, and 
ethnomusicologists Radamés Giro and Leonardo Acosta, during visits 
to New York, Los Angeles, Miami, San Francisco, Havana, and Santiago 
de Cuba) as part of his role as a consultant for the Smithsonian’s Jazz 
Oral History Program (JOHP). This feat is especially valuable given 
the advanced age of each of his eight stars (they were all born between 
1917 and 1928).

In fact, one of the most important contributions of the book is the 
fact that the biographical essays that make up its second half constitute 
what is likely the last “living word” from the musicians themselves 
assessing the artistic achievements over the course of their long lives 
and musical careers. This biographical and artistic information is espe-
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cially important for the four least well-known Latin drummers, Peraza, 
Patato, Aguabella, and Cándido, all discussed together in chapter six, 
“Lords of the Tambor.” Indeed, while Santamaría (1917-2003) and Cruz 
(1920?-2003) both died in 2003 before the book was published, two 
others, Cachao (1918-2008) and Patato (1926-2007) passed away only 
during the last year, only four others are still with us, Camero (1921), 
Peraza (1924), Aguabella (1925), and Armenteros (1928). And while the 
final chapter on Cruz is perhaps the book’s best as a concise synthesis 
and detailed description of the depth and breadth of any single artist’s 
contribution to popularizing Cuban music worldwide, the other, previous 
chapters focusing on these other musicians not as well-known beyond 
the sometimes closed world of Latin jazz, are arguably more original and 
valuable as reference material.

Given the fact that every musician featured in the book is both 
Afro-Cuban and was born prior to 1930, together they represent a 
wealth of artistic experience and musical innovation, in both Cuba and 
the United States, and constitute a “missing link” of sorts connecting 
musical styles and traditions ranging from Afro-Cuban sacred music, to 
traditional folkloric Cuban music, to Cuban dance music (son, danzón, 
cha-cha-chá, mambo), to salsa and other Latin styles, to pop, rock, and 
soul, to Jazz and Latin Jazz. Moreover, though all eventually left Cuba 
to pursue artistic careers in the United States (all but Cruz and Cachao 
left for professional reasons prior to the revolution), each of them were 
active on the back-and-forth musical circuit between Havana and New 
York (while often touring across Latin America, the Caribbean, and into 
Europe) during the 1950s heyday of Cuban dance music, before settling 
permanently in New York (or LA) in the late 1950s or early 1960s. 

Also, because each of these musicians was schooled in such a wide 
variety of styles, played with such a large cross-section of other popular 
musicians, did so in such a vast array of places, through their decades-
long careers they helped build the foundation for a variety of musical 
bridges. These are bridges that connect Afro-Cuban folk styles to main-
stream popular Cuban dance music; the music and musicians of Cuba to 
the wide variety of Cuban and Latin music played in the U.S. (the Cuban 
musical diasporic community); and the mambo and jazz of the 1940s and 
1950s, to the salsa and soul of the 1960s and 1970s, to the rock revolution, 
son revival, and emergence of world music of the 1980s and 1990s.
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