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Cuerpo y cultura is a dance music analysis, a music investigation 
first and foremost, and one that seriously considers not only the 

dance movement, but also the implications of dancing male and female 
bodies. Cuerpo y cultura’s full title suggests “subversion,” the undermin-
ing or destruction of el baile. This subversión is not the turning away or 
overthrow of dance, but the revolution or challenge that the dance and 
its music ultimately promote. “The music that constitutes a dialogue 
between musical agents and the dancing body” is what this book exam-
ines and explains (p. 55).

Ángel Quintero Rivera attributes the mulata dancing body that sur-
faced from historical European and African interchanges and cultural 
mixtures across the Americas, as the source of resistance to European 
and North American preoccupations with the Cartesian mind/body 
dichotomy. This dancing body is not of little consequence. Its dance 
music presents, projects, and underscores the critical interconnectedness 
of music and dance movement and of the mind and the body. In fact, and 
more in keeping with what Quintero Rivera states inside the book rather 
than what the title might first suggest, the mission of mulata dance music 
is to confront and disrupt the high/low dichotomies of previous eras that 
insinuate mind/body and music/dance as polarized, separated, and usu-
ally unequal entities, and to profess and indicate body and music-making 
understandings and their consequent contributions, which are pervasive 
within integrated, yet distinct cultural segments of the Americas.

It was a pleasure in the end, but a daunting challenge linguistically, to 
read Cuerpo y cultura. Quintero Rivera’s preface put me face to face with 
work that penetrated the dancing body as I had attempted in my book, 
Dancing Wisdom—his book, an investment in popular dance as opposed 
to my book, an investment in sacred dance. Ever since 1986 when I dis-
covered Quintero Rivera’s rigorous analysis of danza within the context 
of Puerto Rican colonial and nationalist struggles, I have admired this 
British-trained sociologist, using this article in my courses on dance and 
cultures, choreography and music, and the anthropology of dance. My 
first impressions of the present work surrounded total admiration for the 
seasoned thought and apparent commitment he exercised in discussing 
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his subject so thoroughly. His book made synthesizing use of Caribbean 
dance form, in that he cleverly employed Puerto Rican danza form as 
the outline and organizing principle that allowed chapters to unfold and 
with them, detailed social and music history.

In dance history, Pan-Caribbean danza was a nineteenth and early 
twentieth century dance that had two or three sections. The first sec-
tion, a somewhat formal or stately paseo, was the introduction in which 
gentlemen asked ladies to dance and the dancing couple promenaded 
within the dance space, greeted other dance couples, perhaps attended 
to the musical instrumentation and melody, and generally “oriented” 
themselves for the actual dancing that followed. The second section, 
called merengue, presented the dance steps and sequences, which coun-
tered earlier exceedingly formulaic floor patterns and bodily gestures 
from sixteenth through eighteenth century court imitations. This sec-
tion flagrantly promoted the danced response to European form and 
style that developed in and eventually permeated the Americas. In its 
heyday, this two-part danza maintained face-to-face body positioning 
while dancing, and featured the African-derived and Haitian-influenced 
rhythms (e.g., cinquillo or quintolet, habanera, use of tresillos elásticos, 
and polyrhythm) that forever overwhelmed previous rhythmic standards 
in dance music of the Americas. In Puerto Rico (the home of Quintero 
Rivera), danza acquired a third section: jaleo, where both dancers and 
musicians expanded elaboration and creativity; where thick, loud, and 
complex textures of both sound and movement went to extreme fullness 
and long-lasting development. With the addition of this third section, 
Puerto Rican danza form not only framed the organization of the book, 
but also shaped the presentation of substantive Puerto Rican findings.

Even though any dance music necessitates the body as part of its 
analysis, Quintero Rivera’s account was tremendously satisfying by 
genuinely featuring the dancing body and discussing it knowingly as an 
integral, if not pivotal element of musical analysis. He states, “Dance is 
the central element of improvisation” [in mulata dance music] (p. 279). 
Allowing the dancing body to speak within the analyses and relating the 
consequences of music and dance jointly became a projection of holistic 
music investigation. Additionally, the extensive use of findings from the 
Portuguese, French, English, as well as Spanish dance literatures was 
especially informative and exceedingly helpful to potential readers with 
limited access to specialized dance literature libraries.

Quintero Rivera related the music/dance interconnection within 
Caribbean dance music as the salvation of European and North Ameri-
can philosophical dichotomies. Here, he placed a Eurocentric history 
of American music as he inserted early Creole cultural tendencies that 
were influenced greatly by the input of African legacies among mulatto 
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musicians and later, the persistent values of working class Americans 
that existed concurrently with elite and elite-thinking Americans as 
centuries continued. He pointed out clearly that that dance music 
was/is first and foremost “mulata”—a product of the European and Afri-
can mélange and that dance music signaled the pre-eminence of dance 
as the “democratic, unpredictable, and free” site of emotion, innovation, 
and cultural citizenship (pp. 52-58).

Quintero Rivera’s investigations showed how popular dance com-
munities of the Americas fought, and still fight the stresses of daily 
life and how they rehabilitate themselves through mulata dance music. 
The dance becomes a composite of individual expressions that jointly 
yield community solidarity; the music initiates a ritual between musical 
sound and dancing bodies, a ritual of belonging, of cultural citizenship 
with specific principles. Mulata music rejects the “West’s” rejection of 
the body, its Eurocentric modernity, and mind-only understandings; it 
stays in contact with the mulata dancing body and thereby facilitates 
creativity and simultaneously carves out an enjoyable and free space 
—“a maroon environment” while dancing (see also Vaughan 2012), a 
21st century modernity. 

Quintero Rivera’s concentration on corporeal importance locates 
the body as that powerful site of elaboration, innovation, and creativity, 
which is used within the rhythms of popular music to break the con-
ceptual dichotomy of mind/body. The mind is not exactly abandoned 
for the hips and buttocks, as some might think; rather, the head is the 
precise body part that manages the dialogue among melody, harmony, 
and rhythm and initiates and explores all the complexities among vocal 
and instrumental music and bodily movement. Body sensuality and vary-
ing sentiment are included and assessed continually from within lyrics, 
instruments and arrangements, body responses and body innovations. 
The result is an “open, indeterminate invitation” as the major charac-
teristic of mulata music and its dance (p. 58).  

… (P)olycentric or decentralized mulato dance put into space an alter-
native sentimental structure. This type of alternative would indirectly 
come to represent anti-colonial democratizing gaps in hegemonic 
terrain. (p. 57)

… (T)he harmonic and rhythmic elaboration within mulata music was 
not subordinated to one single, one-dimensional ordering (a song or 
tune with lyrics): rather, it was established as a dialogue among the 
three central elements of sound… (p. 58)

Quintero Rivera follows mulata music and the dancing body across 
time and American geography to reveal them as sources and resources, 
not only in Caribbean dance music, but also in Latin American and U.S. 
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American dance music forms and styles.
Part I or Paseo is subtitled “Dance and Citizenship,” also the subject 

of on-going interest for cultural theorist Lucía Suarez and myself, who 
co-chaired a panel with the same title at LASA in Toronto, 2010 (see 
also Suárez 2010). I had previously concluded my analyses of Circum-
Caribbean sacred dance as a “charter for citizenship” (Daniel 2005) 
and more recently, was applying that premise to analyses of both sacred 
and secular dance forms (Daniel 2011). Thus, to read such detail in a 
persuasive section on how Caribbean and Latin populations confronted 
European and North American hegemony through danced longings and 
symbolic demands for cultural citizenship made me reel with enthusiasm.

In laying out his notion of citizenship and dance music, Quintero 
Rivera relies on the illuminating concepts of Peruvian sociologist Aníbal 
Quijano, who has previously provided powerful analytical tools for the 
understanding of cultural behaviors across the Americas that allude to 
colonial tastes and interests, despite independence from European con-
trol (Quijano 2000). Quijano is inserted honorifically within Quintero 
Rivera’s book and his terms: “long-lasting prison-term” and “coloniality” 
stand for the Eurocentrism that mulata music has confronted consistently 
over time.

While the paseo section contains critical understandings, the dense 
and interrelated themes of history, culture, and the body form only 
the foundation for Quintero Rivera’s analyses, a sketched background 
—hence paseo—for what is to follow.

Part II, Merengue, was a deep plunge into what is called “a short 
history,” but in reality covers almost half of the book. Like a substan-
tive danza merengue that presents the dancing—and especially after the 
music has contained bodily responses to formal promenading only, Quin-
tero Rivera’s merengue section breaks fully into dance/documentation/
analysis, as he thoroughly examines the most important types of mulata 
dance music that were popular in the Caribbean islands, the United 
States, Mexico and some Central American countries, as well as from 
Peru, Colombia and Venezuela to Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina, and Chile 
in South America.  After completing a similar canvassing of Caribbean 
and Latin American dances for my latest book, I fully appreciated the 
magnitude of Quintero Rivera’s investigation and his creative analyses as 
developing merengue sequences. I concurred especially with his emphasis 
on the relationship between popular dance music forms that emerged 
and the social conditions that produced and affected such forms. Clearly 
also, I felt Quintero Rivera’s genuine pleasure in discussing the full range 
of musical forms that comprised the whole of American musical culture, 
but here Caribbean and Latin American cultures especially. 

This “brief” section was comprehensive and remarkable, reminding 
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readers how central dance music is to many American populations, how 
important popular music can become to elite musical forms, and how 
knowledgeable non-music specialists can be about musical styles and 
music history. At times, Quintero Rivera’s discussions were as exacting 
as my music analysis homework assignments when I was a piano major 
in college, which most readers would not expect from a sociologist. He 
gave pointed review of Louisiana-born pianist/composer Louis Moreau 
Gottschalk and his visits to nineteenth century Caribbean, Central and 
South American sites, of Cuban composer Ernesto Lecuona and his 
influence on popular music, and of Cuban/Mexican orchestra leader/
composer Dámaso Pérez Prado and Cuban/Mexican singer/dancer 
Ninón Sevilla for their contributions to dance music culture. Addition-
ally, he augmented our knowledge of singularly important Boricua, 
Cuban, and Brazilian musicians, such as Juan Morel Campos, Rafael 
Hernández, Rafael Cortijo, Mario Bauzá, Francisco “Machito” Grillo, 
Tito Rodríguez,  Héctor Lavoe, Ismael Rivera, Tite Curet Alonso, and 
especially women artists/composers like Celia Cruz, Chiquinha Gonzaga, 
Teresa Carreño, María Grever, as well as Nuyorican musicians, such as 
Willie Colón, Ray Barreto, Tito Puente, and Eddie Palmieri. These and 
many other Caribbean and Latin American dance music artists have 
enriched popular dance music scores, literatures, and dance and music 
practices. The music analyses and discussions of music history provided 
compelling evidence for Quintero Rivera’s main hypotheses regarding 
(a) mulata dance music of the Americas and (b) the Caribbean, Latin 
American, and U.S. African American resistance to European and 
North American mind/body separation through popular dance music. 
The book could have made significant contribution with the merengue 
section alone; it is a huge mouthful of music and dance history to digest.

Part III, Jaleo, refers first to the improvisational and expanding 
character of Puerto Rican danza specifically and also to the Puerto Rican 
impetus and influence within popular dance music of the Americas. Just 
as Puerto Rican danza initiated, extended, and rhythmically influenced 
Pan-Caribbean danzas that flourished across the Americas after the 
1840s, Quintero Rivera’s jaleo showcases the contributions of Puerto 
Rico and its outstanding musicians through distinct nationalized forms 
that surfaced in the nineteenth century and the “Latin dance” globaliza-
tion that challenged mainstream (mainly U.S. American) popular dance 
culture during the twentieth century.

With the jaleo section divided into three repiqueteos, Quintero 
Rivera, like Puerto Rican danza jaleo performers, elaborates lively and 
piercingly to underscore and “tap out” his themes. Accordingly, he 
deepens his examination of the first partnered Caribbean danzas, which 
results in fascinating island comparisons, and he clearly re-enforces 
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danza as the first strike of the free mulatto class toward recognition as 
persons, as citizens. He explicates social conditions to show how danza 
puertorriqueña was relevant to the materialization of political change.  

Then, through the career and songs of sonero Ismael Rivera, he 
expounds on the incredible creativity of Puerto Rican musicians, who, 
in the 1940s and 1950s, came to influence and predominate within so 
much American dance music. He fathoms the growth of the Puerto Rican 
conjunto and later, the Latin orchestral sound with musical analyses that 
crystallize the development of lead singer artistry or soneos. Addition-
ally, Quintero Rivera traces the roles of percussionists, pianists, bassists, 
trombonists, and saxophonists, and he relates the pivotal importance of 
lyrics, rhymes, and rhythms of the sonero in traditional genres of Puerto 
Rico, which became the trademark of combo form. The tone of this 
second repiqueteo shifts to a more accessible, almost personal narration. 
At times, the reader feels like s/he is walking with Quintero Rivera down 
the streets of Santurce, Carolina, Loíza or in Spanish Harlem in New 
York, reminiscing and dwelling in historic musical happenings.

Lastly, Quintero Rivera updates his on-going deliberations on salsa 
with a justified exposé of the horrific racism and elitism within U.S. 
American society and its media that Caribbean-, Latino-, and African 
American-descended musicians have had to endure to this date, exempli-
fied in the life artistry of Eddie Palmieri, Héctor Lavoe, Willie Colón, 
and others. Quintero Rivera discusses contemporary struggles in terms 
of similar yearnings within nineteenth century danza, first a camouflaging 
of traditional mulata dance genres inside contemporary music, but ulti-
mately “…social fights for sound space” in “hegemonic terrain” (p. 330). 
Through a series of charts that record the origin country of salsa record-
ings from 1960-2000, added to a survey of dance clubs that feature salsa, 
and a review of numerous salsa compositions, orchestras, and conjuntos, 
Quintero Rivera proves that salsa continues to embrace the planet, both 
as a varied dance genre and as an anti-hegemonic, musical movement. 
Thus, the third section significantly lengthens the already complex his-
tory of dance music and presents yet another almost independent and 
fully contained section (the other half of the book) on specific Puerto 
Rican contributions to dance music.  In classic jaleo form, it is teeming 
full and profound.

Cuerpo y cultura highlights the often-dismissed roles of Caribbean 
and Latin American popular music and vernacular dance. Mulata 
dancing and dance music are not undermined in Cuerpo y cultura; they 
confront and undercut previous biases and reveal the social substance 
within popular dancing; they soften the analytical insistence on the mind 
alone and dissolve the marginalization of the body; they challenge the 
hierarchy within ethnomusicology where dance music analysis often 
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minimizes the dancing body’s content and within concert dance where 
music other than that within ballet scores, Broadway musical theater, or 
modern dance is too often minimized as unsophisticated, superfluous, 
and inconsequential. Quintero Rivera’s sound research argues forcefully 
for what American dancing bodies have stated insistently; namely, that 
the dancing body permits the expression of exceedingly important ideas 
and values in a non-verbal and creative way—and especially in popular 
dance music.

For a meticulously encompassing study of the dance musics that over 
centuries have captivated social dancers and popular musicians of the 
Americas (and countless non-Americans), travel the Americas securely 
through the excavations of Quintero Rivera. Specialists will especially 
languish in the mammoth array of unearthed history and music details. 
Thanks to an obvious lover of the dance and an astute sociologist, I have 
personally fathomed another layer, a rich musical perspective on popular 
dance; and I am certainly more knowledgeable about the indelible and 
widespread Puerto Rican contributions to the Americas. I disagreed 
with Quintero Rivera on a few occasions—especially regarding his (and 
other Caribbean and Latin American scholars’) special attention to Curt 
Sachs’s 1933 “arm-chair” study when there are so many more thorough 
and less questionable ethnographic dance studies now (p. 209). Also, I 
would not agree with Quintero Rivera’s acceptance of Gilbert Rouget’s 
point that suggests that music is the only means of speaking to both the 
head and legs simultaneously (pp. 97-98). In my dance data, gesture and 
minimal movement, like swaying, speak to both the head and other body 
parts simultaneously; for example, with no drumming or chorus, swaying 
can initiate danced spiritual manifestation where rhythm and minimal 
body movement—not necessarily vocal or instrumental music—speak 
powerfully. These points are truly minor in comparison to what is learned 
through engaging this research.

Even though this book is decidedly dense and sophisticated, it is an 
incredible honor to ordinary dancers, popular musicians, and Puerto Rican 
dance music artists. It is a complex study, a contribution to sociology, but a 
new requirement for ethnomusicology, dance anthropology, performance 
studies, and Caribbean, Latin American, and Diaspora studies.
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Downtown Ladies is Gina A. Ulysse’s thought-provoking response 
to the challenge of gendering globalization as anthropologists 

and other social researchers encounter it across multiple local and extra-
local sites where they negotiate the conditions and ferret out the eviden-
tiary contents of fieldwork. Ulysse undertook this project in Kingston as a 
regional native and local outsider committed to dovetailing research with 
the political sensibilities of an activist. The result is an engaging ethnog-
raphy framed within a transnational black feminism drawing from diverse 
sources—black and Latina feminisms, cultural studies, Caribbean(ist) 
social science, and Jamaicans’ vernacular knowledges. The latter includes 
“Bob Marley’s lyrical theories”(p. 165) and the views and voices of “third 
world, subaltern female[s] in multiple shadows” (p. 1).

Ulysse brings the wisdom of Informal Commercial Importers (ICIs) 
into conversation with an interdisciplinary array of social theorists and 
cultural critics, resulting in a richly-textured analysis, punctuated by 
perspectives from anthropologists (e.g., Michel-Rolph Trouillot and 
Anna Tsing) and Jamaican intellectuals (e.g., Patricia Anderson, Carol 


