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A Challenge For 
Puerto Rican Music:
How To Build A Soberao
For Bomba

HALBERT BARTON

This article starts with an ethnographic snapshot
of a bomba performance by the group Son del Batey
and goes on to discuss the sociocultural issues
the performance raises for the development of
bomba as a genre of contemporary significance.
[Keywords: bomba, music, dance, performance,
race and class, Puerto Rico]
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discourteous, bomba drummers, especially the lead (primo, or subidor), must be able
to make eye contact with solo dancers who take turns providing a spontaneous
musical text which must be interpreted by the primo. Although the spontaneous
enthusiasm of the club dancers was encouraging, the crowding of the drummers was
actually stifling the activity by blocking the primo’s view of the soloists. As the
crowding continued, a few group members from the chorus, including myself, 
fanned out with arms outstretched, using body language to convey the protocols 
of bomba dancing while solo dancers took turns taking the floor. The tension between
the clubbers’ boisterous engagement and the group’s insistence on a minimal amount
of protocol appeared to call for a didactic moment, but this was clearly not the time
and place for a workshop. 

El Egipto was targeted for just such an intervention not only because it was widely
recognized to be the most popular dance club in San Juan, but even more precisely
because of its racist history, which was only beginning to come to light as more young
people from the working-class suburb of Carolina (including former Claridad
reporter Alexis Aquino, who initiated an exposé on the problem) had started to
compare notes about their experiences of racism at the club. The performance 
by Son del Batey at El Egipto was thus momentous for personal as well as cultural
and political reasons. Several group members who were prietos de Carolina (dark-
skinned guys from the working-class suburb of Carolina) and their cohorts reported
having been denied entrance to this club on more than one occasion. A common
racist tactic used by doormen at the club had been to let in lighter-skinned people
while telling the darker-skinned ones that they could not enter because it was a
“private party.” Of course, the gatekeepers were counting on these two categories 
of people not knowing each other, counting on them not being neighbors, friends 
or even family members. Over the years, many dark-skinned Puerto Ricans had been
turned away with this tactic, but it reportedly cost the owners an expensive lawsuit
under the club’s previous name, Peggy Sue—hence the name change to Egipto 
(a safe and trendy Afrocentrism). Despite the new name, the same mentality
remained stubbornly in place. Nowadays, however, the doormen are a little bit more
careful. When the “private party” ploy was tried a few weeks earlier on Son del Batey
members, vocal protest in the waiting line was met with a quick adjustment from 
the management, who answered, “Okay, come on in.”

After over three hundred years of relative obscurity and marginalization, bomba
dancing had finally reached a mainstream dancing public, in a nightclub full of young
Puerto Ricans dancing to techno. And the sound of the barriles bounced off the walls
with a vengeance. While the public was taken by surprise and likely not conscious 
of the historical significance of what was happening in their midst, these young
bomberos did bring with them a deeply political sense of history. For the bomberos, 
the dancehall reverberated with echoes from all the giants who came before and
made this moment possible: Cortijo y Maelo playing on television for the first time
on La Taberna India, or Don Rafael Cepeda performing in the Hotel Condado 
during a period in the Island’s history when there had never been a presentation 
of Puerto Rico’s African heritage in a high society ballroom. 

The African presence in Puerto Rican culture had been denied for so long and 
in so many different ways that to bring it center stage in any significant way was to
be, and continues to be a controversial, if not revolutionary, act of history-making
proportions. And on the few occasions where the African presence is acknowledged
it is usually reduced to dance music, in the form of a color-coded folkloric dyad,
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Bomba Dancing Crashes the Disco
In March 1999, an unprecedented event took place in El Egipto, one of San Juan’s
swankiest discotecas. Invisible, subterranean, yet perceptible shockwaves were sent
through the world of Puerto Rican music and dance. The event, a performance 
by an ensemble of relatively unknown bomba performers, a new group called Son
del Batey, was neither announced nor reported, and it was snuck in after an
evening of techno played by a DJ. As meek as its entrance was, it was
nevertheless a ground-breaking performance, and I was lucky enough to be
invited along as a guest member of Son del Batey, a group that I helped to
organize as a bomba ethnographer during a 1998 postdoctoral research project 
at the University of Puerto Rico. Earlier in the year, we had been talking with
José Emmanuelli, director of Bombazo de Puerto Rico (the flagship performing
group of the CICRE research collective), about how great it would be to bring a
traditional-style bomba ensemble into a dance club with lots of energy. While José
was becoming more focused on organizing bomba dance events for larger, family-
style venues such as municipal plazas, several of the original members of Bombazo
de Puerto Rico (Pablo Rivera, Junito Febres, and others) split off from the group,
in part to focus on engaging the younger generation in the night club scene. 
They formed Son del Batey. A couple of the group members had been on the
folkloric circuit as adjuncts in the famed Cepeda Family, but none had performed
in a night club before. All were a bit perturbed with the way that music of non-
boricua origin dominated the airwaves and the nightlife on the Island. Why not
bomba? Why not celebrate a genre with hundreds of years of history in Puerto
Rico, arguably just as rich, if not more so, as other great Latin genres such as
merengue, son, rumba, samba, etc.? One of the group members, “Pipo,” turned out 
to have an acquaintance that worked at the club, and after getting approval from
the club manager, they hoisted the barriles on their shoulders and marched in 
to set up. And they came prepared with a few songs of their own.

After a brief introductory segment, the group taunted the crowd with a familiar
reggae beat on the barriles that Puerto Rican rappers had recently embraced in the
form of reggaetón (dancehall reggae in Spanish, rapping over pan-Caribbean, Afro-
diasporic beats). The club dancers were unaccustomed to hearing these beats played
live, and a palpable sense of anticipation filled the air.

When Pablo Rivera sang the first verse over the reggae beat, “me dijeron que la
bomba se habia muerto, pero no es la verdad” [They told me that bomba had died, 
but it’s not true], the drummers answered with a break/corte—“tun, tun-tun, pa”—
and followed with a change of direction, a breathless plunge into the popular bomba
sicá rhythm. Then the chorus jumped in with the refrain/coro, “si no te gusta mi
bomba, no te gusta mi país” [If you don’t like my bomba, you don’t like my country].
The crowd responded enthusiastically and began dancing madly, if incoherently, 
not knowing what else to do. The men bobbed and jumped up and down in place,
and several of the women raised their hands in the air, bent their knees, and started
grinding their hips. Recognizing the rhythm as Puerto Rican, a light-skinned woman
with long blond hair shouted “Cortijo!” (in honor of the late king of ballroom bomba)
and began gyrating furiously. By this late hour, already after 2:00 am, many of the
dancers were extremely intoxicated and kept collapsing the soberao (the bomba dance
circle). As they crowded around the drummers, the bomba dancers in the group gently
but firmly tried to push back the crowd and reestablish the soberao. While crowding
the drummers is common in rumba parties (rumbones) and is not considered
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bomba y plena, a common local euphemism for “black people’s music” (for more on
the problematic folklorization of this African presence, see Godreau 2002, 2003;
Barton 1995, forthcoming). Although slavery was abolished in 1873 there remains, 
as in many parts of the Caribbean and the Americas, plenty of unfinished business
regarding its legacy. The persistent denial, throughout many sectors of Puerto Rican
society, of any social and contemporary value to the aesthetic principles and sources
of memory, knowledge, validation, and theory that spring from Puerto Rico’s African
heritage has ensured and perpetuated the ongoing, yet increasingly contested,
marginalization of baile de bomba, a living example of Afroboricua collective historical
creativity. That bomba has endured over four centuries, despite its relative obscurity,
is also a sign of its power and its ultimate irrepressibility.

Rafael Cortijo had been the first to bring bomba rhythm into the ballrooms during
the mambo craze of the 1950s. However, the characteristic dance aspect, el reto
(the “challenge” between dancer and drummer), which is an integral and driving force
of the music in its traditional setting, got left behind. So for the past fifty years at
least, people have been using son and merengue steps to dance to bomba in the context
of salsa performances by groups such as El Gran Combo and Willie Colón. For many
Latin music lovers, bomba is salsa, whether or not bomba dancing is actually present.
Rafael Cepeda had brought bomba dancing (baile de bomba) to the world over a long
illustrious career spanning more than five decades, but the dance was presented 
in the form of a spectacle, a folkloric display in which the audience sat back and
admired the action passively. The performance by Son del Batey at El Egipto,
however, was not a show, not a concert, nor an espectáculo. There were no special
costumes, no set choreography, nothing that would cater to those expectations 
where the audience and the performers are separated. There was no “preaching 
to the choir”—this was a street-style performance for people who knew nothing
about bomba dancing. 

For nine months prior to the Egipto performance, there had been a series of bombazos,
or community bomba dances, initiated and sponsored by the Centro de Investigación
Cultural Raíces Eternas (CICRE), a non-profit organization founded as my post-
doctoral project in participatory action research, through the Rockefeller
“Caribbean 2000” program based at the University of Puerto Rico in Río Piedras.
The CICRE name reflected a collaboration between myself, as a community action-
oriented cultural anthropologist, and members of the folkloric group Raíces Eternas,
led by the Emmanuelli brothers (Jorge, José and Víctor), Edgar Salamán, and Elia
Cortés (who would later found the group Tamboricua). Raíces Eternas had its heyday
in the late 1980s and early 1990s, but had gone dormant when the group director,
Jorge, retired from performing and moved to Florida. My principal collaborator in
the project, who introduced himself to me at the Rockefeller symposium, was the
twin brother of Jorge—the folklorist, oral historian, and master bombero José
Emmanuelli. José had been performing part-time with groups such as Agueybaná
(directed by Ángel Luis Reyes) and Calabó (directed by Marie Ramos Rosado),
and was willing and able to collaborate closely with me during the spring and summer
of 1998 while he worked as a mechanic and pursued a career in electrical engineering.

When my fellowship term ended in August of 1998, José agreed to carry on the
work that we started, and he became the acting director. The first task was to form 
a research collective in which we could share our archival materials (readings, video
and sound recordings, and transcripts of interviews with elder bomberos) and come 
up with an agenda about what more we could do together over the next few months.

While we agreed that building an oral history archive on aging and underrecognized
bomberos such as Manuel Pizarro (1908–1999) of Cataño and Félix Alduén (1920?–2003),
other priorities emerged such as building a program focused on young people. 
As a result, the main objective of the CICRE Bombazo Project in Puerto Rico
(1998–2002) was developed, to organize young people who were not part of the 
“bomba establishment” (the professional folkloric groups who have historically
functioned somewhat like royal families), but who were interested in “learning by
doing” bomba following an “each one, teach one” model.

Modesto Cepeda’s bomba school in Santurce, the only place on the Island that 
had been teaching bomba to the general public in the previous 25 years, was the initial
training ground for the project. Most of the participants in the project had either
met each other there or had learned the basics from Don Modesto, including myself,
the Emmanuelli Brothers, and virtually all the original members of Bombazo de
Puerto Rico and Son del Batey (Pablo Rivera, Felipe “Junito” Febres, Omar “Pipo”
Sánchez, Yván Francois, Víctor Cruz, initially backed up by bomba’s greatest young
composer Geraldo “Jerry” Ferrao; also later joined for a while by one of bomba’s most
inventive young dancers, Manuel Carmona, of Bayamón). With the help of Héctor
Calderón and Ángel Luis Reyes, director of the group Agueybaná, we were able 
to rally enough support among the young bomberos, mostly residents of Carolina, 
to organize some bombazos with adequate participation. 

One of the extraordinary features of this group was the participation of men 
as dancers. For many years, it had been rare to see men dance bomba in Puerto Rico.
Women and girls formed the vast majority of bomba dancers in the Loíza street
performances of the late 1980s and early 1990s and in Modesto Cepeda’s bomba
school in Santurce over the same period. While it is still rare to see women bomba
drummers in Puerto Rico, women have been very active in singing and dancing
and organizing events. Young women, such as Julia Cepeda and Jeanitza Avilés,
were among the leaders of the early bombazo scene in the early to mid-1990s, 
and paved the way for many talented newcomers to follow in the period from 1998 
to 2002. The sisters Marién and Trilce Torres, Guananí Vale, and Ginairis Rivera
were part of the movement. In the post-1998 scene in Puerto Rico, there have
often been a roughly equal number of male and female dancers, with men occasion-
ally outnumbering the women, a fact that appears to have contributed to its
resurgent social vitality.

The first of the CICRE bombazos was in late May of 1998 at Mango’s Café 
in Punta Las Marías shortly after the founding of CICRE (reviewed by Fiet 
in Claridad July 24–30, 1998), initiating a bimonthly “pub tour” of the San Juan
Metro Area that lasted through 1998. The following year, preparations for a 
“plaza tour” began, culminating in the Bomba-Ace Tour sponsored by Procter
& Gamble (and an Ace detergent commercial which had wide distribution through
the Island media). The CICRE Bombazo Project, now spearheaded by the touring
group Bombazo de Puerto Rico and finding new life in the insurgent spinoff Son 
del Batey, had accomplished what only a short time ago had been unthinkable:

Un baile de bomba en Egipto! La Mecca de los blanquitos 
y su gran templo de baile!
[A bomba dance in the Egypt Club! The Mecca of white
snobbery and their great temple ballroom!]
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its period of ascendancy between the early 1950s and the early 1990s. Prior to 
the creation of the folkloric approach, bomba performances were neither more nor 
less than a community gathering of dancers, drummers, and singers, the meaning
of which could vary greatly according to the context (as elder bomberos such as
Rafael Cepeda, Manuel Pizarro, et al. have recounted). Bomba could be a festive 
act of collective celebration, a community rite of initiation, a neighborly form 
of inexpensive recreation, and so on. Money rarely if ever changed hands, 
and the commercial potential of bomba was pretty much ignored by business
owners, who more likely feared it for its connotations of rebellion and black-
identified working-class insurgent pride.

Since the early 1990s, bomba has entered a post-folkloric period where the
defiantly informal and casually elegant “street style” of the Loíza toques has been
ascendant. While folkloric bomba groups continue to form, perform, and hold
workshops throughout the Island and in Puerto Rican communities throughout 
the United States (see the Guiro y Maraca newsletter published in Jersey City, 
New Jersey), there has also been an increase in the number of groups willing to 
take bomba off the stage and bring it back to the streets in community dance mode. 

Back in 1991, Mayra Santos-Febres and I organized an Abolition Day event 
at the University of Puerto Rico, called a toque de bomba after the Loíza-style jams
that took place on side streets after midnight following the stage performances 
in the Central Plaza; it was promptly disbanded by the university administration
before it could take root, who claimed that the “noise” coming from the open-air
quad would disturb students who were trying to study. Yet a parallel development
began in 1993 and was successful over an extended period and laid the groundwork
for the current resurgence. This effort was led by the Emmanuelli brothers
(Jorge, José, and Víctor), leaders of Raíces Eternas and former disciples of
Agueybaná director, Ángel Luis Reyes, in collaboration with Jesús Cepeda and
members of Paracumbé. Together, they organized a series of informal bomba
performances at the neighborhood level in Carolina, as bailes de marquesina
(carport dances). After some discussion, the term bombazo was coined by Jesús
Cepeda as a name for this new activity based on an ancient tradition. This initial
period of the rebirth of bomba was captured on film in the opening segment of the
recent documentary on the Cepeda Family, Bomba: Dancing the Drum, produced by
Roberta Singer and Ashley James. According to the Emmanuelli brothers and other
participants, the fledgling bombazo movement had fizzled at the marquesina (carport)
level between 1994 and 1998, due in part to its very success, as neighbors began 
to complain about the large crowds that would appear and block traffic. In 1999, 
the Abolition Day Bombazo was reinitiated by CICRE, and with co-sponsorship 
by the Municipio de San Juan, has become an annual event held in the Plaza de San
José of Old San Juan, attended by hundreds of people and covered in the local press.

One of the best ways to get a feel for how contemporary bomba is danced is
at such a bombazo. As both Jesús and his brother, Luis “Chichito” Cepeda
(the legendary bomba drummer who recently died in a car accident) commented 

in the film, people dance and play more freely in a bombazo than when on a stage.
While there may be plenty of novices in attendance, anyone who pays attention 
and wishes to participate will notice certain patterns of movements that are
performed by the more experienced dancers. 

Though I describe the nuances of bomba dancing in greater detail elsewhere
(Barton 1995, 2001, 2002), there are a few common features to outline here.

[ 75 ][ 74 ]

The Egipto club, formerly Peggy Sue’s, has since taken on yet another name, 
but its prime location in the heart of Santurce, the Parada 18 neighborhood, has not
changed and is not far from where there had once been a thriving Afro-Caribbean
presence. The area had been undergoing steady gentrification since the late 1950s
and early ‘60s—once there had been a celebrated Carnaval here, before it was kicked
out with the kiosks along what is now El Expreso Baldorioty, which runs along the
lagoon of the former leper colony (turned tourist trap) called Condado.

At this venue, in circumstances brimming with irony, Son del Batey and the CICRE
Bombazo Project had accomplished something that Mon Rivera, Rafael Cortijo,
Ismael Rivera, and Rafael Cepeda—all unimpeachable champions and pioneers of
Afroboricua music in public space—had sowed countless seeds for much of the past
five decades but were unable to do in their lifetimes: to bring bomba dancing directly
to the youth of Puerto Rico without the mediations, crutches, props, and machineries
of folkloric discourse or commercial salsa. 

Within a year of the Egipto performance, on the heels of an August 1998 
performance by Bombazo de Puerto Rico at La Rumba Club in Old San Juan, 
Son del Batey got a steady gig on Sunday nights at La Rumba Club. The show 
has now been running for three years and counting.

In short, the intervention in Egipto was an event where Afro-Latin dance
enthusiasts were reaching out to each other as peers in the enjoyment of the music
but were comically, and somewhat tragically, unable to find a common ground,
that is, a soberao, that would be acknowledged, understood, supported, and respected.
For myself as a bomba performer and educator, it was yet more proof of the need 
to take bomba dancing into wider circles of public participation, on its own terms,
before the dancers at a place like Egipto would understand how to respond, 
how to build a soberao for bomba.

A Challenge for Puerto Rican Music: 
How to Build a Soberao for Bomba
The question of how to build the soberao is inextricably connected to various 
issues (retos or “challenges”) that are simultaneously practical, aesthetic, economic,
historical, and political. The overriding concern is the practical/activist question 
of how to build community while resisting both ever-present tendencies toward
commodification (“selling out”) and cabildo-formation (“building walls of secrecy”).
All of the challenges discussed in this essay—practical, aesthetic, economic,
historical, and political—are complex and interconnected, and each one is deserving
of further consideration and development. While an in-depth discussion of each one
of these issues is outside the scope of this article, we can make a preliminary sketch
here of the task at hand. My purpose in this essay is to provide an overview of what
these challenges are, in order to lay out a path for future exploration. Many of these
issues are dealt with in greater detail elsewhere (e.g. Barton 1995, forthcoming).

A Practical Challenge: 
How to Structure Performances and Organize Events
The knowledge of how to organize and structure activities in ways that are bomba
dance-friendly, inviting, participatory, and inclusive hinges on what one knows
about the history of the genre in its various performances modalities (the variety
of “faces” that bomba presents to the public). The folkloric demonstration mode 
of presenting bomba is a fairly recent invention, historically speaking, and it had
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The Economic Challenge: 
How to Build an “Audience” or Public, How to Develop a Market; 
How to Create and Foster Equitable and Just Compensation; 
How to Create Institutions that are Sustaining and Sustainable, 
Developing and Developmental.
The question of how bomberos can make a living at their craft, under conditions 
that have been historically hostile and discouraging, is a difficult one. Not long ago,
according to my conversations with José Emmanuelli and master bombero Manuel
Pizarro (1908–1999) of Cataño, bomberos and pleneros were arrested and put in jail 
and had their drums confiscated merely for playing their music in public. 

As improvements in transportation technology facilitated travel between Puerto
Rico and the mainland U.S. (first the steamship in the 1920s, then passenger airplanes
in the 1950s), the tourist economy took root as part of Puerto Rico’s development
program in conjunction with Operation Bootstrap. The tourist economy encouraged
the entrepreneurship of local musicians who could provide guests with attractive 
and sonorous images of Island color. The first bombero to take full advantage of this
opportunity was Don Rafael Cepeda (1910–1996), the late great “patriarch” of Puerto
Rican drum music, “bomba y plena”, who opened the market for folkoric bomba as 
a desired tourist attraction when his group, Familia Cepeda, played the prestigious
Hotel Condado back in the 1960s.

Communities of bomba performers, like so many other groups, have adapted and
changed in order to survive. In so doing, their cultural expressions changed with them.
Early writings on bomba did not address the issue of commercialization, opting for 
the quest for purity and authenticity, via “salvage ethnography” (Clifford 1986) in 
a Herskovitzian search for “survivals,” vestiges of African culture in the New World.
Since the late 1940s, when Ricardo Alegría put the Loíza region on the map in his study
of their patron saint festival (1954), writings on bomba, including Héctor Vega Drouet’s
landmark 1979 dissertation, have downplayed the political economic contexts of
performance, with the exception of lamenting the disappearance of the genre in
the face of the imperial double whammy of Americanization and commercialization.

José Emmanuel Dufrasne-González (Dufrasne, hereafter), an ethnomusicologist 
at the University of Puerto Rico and director of the group Paracumbé, was the first
researcher to narrate the history of the genre in the context of a changing economy
undergoing rapid industrialization. Dufrasne’s research began in the late 1970s and
involved collecting oral histories of an allegedly pristine bomba that was not tarnished
by commercial interests of any kind (not even locally owned ones). His initial agenda
was also embedded in a discourse of nostalgia that permeated his impressive study 
of Caribbean music and society (1985), a nostalgia that speaks through the quotations
of his informants and teachers, voices that appear as remote indicators of timeless
truths about bomba. 

According to Dufrasne, the commercialization of bomba, on however small a scale,
has ultimately contributed to its decay as a genre (signified by the loss of traditional
variations in rhythms, dance steps, etc.). The hiring of local musicians (where cash
enters the realm of exchange) has led to a situation in which “people will not parti-
cipate in musical events sponsored by persons who do not provide adequate
compensation for the drummers’ services” (Dufrasne 1985: 153).

So instead of bomba dances being held in marquesinas (the open-air carports and
driveways of small “urbanization-style” houses common throughout the Island), they took
place in local bars. Instead of being sponsored by families in the neighborhood
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First of all, the basic step: for each of the four main rhythm complexes (according to
the Santurce lexicon, these are sicá, cuembé, yubá, holandés), there is at least one basic
step. In the sicá rhythm, for example, the basic step consists of a stylized walk,
alternating arms with a toe-touch on each step forward. This basic step is generally
used before and after the solo (reto), by an individual or in pairs, as part of the paseo, 
or promenade, where the dancer leisurely strolls around the dance circle in front 
of the lead drummer and makes eye contact to get their attention. Next comes 
the ponche (“punch” or icebreaker), a sharp, forceful movement that marks the end 
of the paseo and beginning of the reto, the “challenge,” made up of combinations 
of piquetes (improvised movements, markable by a competent drummer). There is
considerable freedom among dancers to do whatever piquetes they choose as long 
as they follow the cardinal rules of figura, firmeza, y elegancia, which stipulate that 
the dance steps paint “figures” with firmness and elegance. The primary goal of the
dancer is to capture and hold the drummer’s attention, and then (in most situations,
depending on the rhythm) raise the intensity of the music (subir el ritmo) by executing
a crescendo of increasingly intricate movement combinations that gradually escalate
the challenge to the lead drummer. Experienced dancers make a habit of finishing 
off the challenge at the highest peak of intensity they can achieve, i.e., before they
get too tired and/or let the rhythm drop.

The Aesthetic Challenge: 
How to Maintain Artistic Quality and Cultural Integrity
In several respects, building the soberao is not difficult to the extent that the public
can sing along with or chant refrains that are part of the call-and-response structure
of bomba music. Many of the basic rhythms are simple enough that a skilled percus-
sionist could learn them in a few hours. Also, many of the dance steps (paseos) that
correspond to particular rhythms are simple enough that anyone who can walk 
in time to a beat will have no trouble jumping in and following along. At the most
elemental level, bomba can enable and encourage the active participation of large
numbers of people in ways that are accessible to most people with any talent for
music and dance. But here is where the relative simplicity ends.

At deeper levels of participation, bomba involves several layers of improvisation
that, in peak performances, dialogically interact and engage with one another 
(e.g., bailando la melodía o la canción, dancing the melody or the song), culminating 
in the expression of hablar bomba (to talk bomba) through percussive movement 
and sound. Yet there can be a fine line between what is understood by the bomba
community as “improvising with integrity” versus being careless, sloppy, or inappro-
priate, the crossroad between what the Emmanuellis and other bomberos call
evolución (a positive change in artistic direction) and distorción (a negative change).
So who gets to decide what counts as a contribution that helps develop the genre?
By what/whose criteria?

[ 76 ]
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(which are not entirely non-commercial, see below), the dances were sponsored by
the owners and patrons of bars whose explicit purpose was to make money from the
sale of alcoholic beverages and snacks, as well as receiving cash for the coin-operated
jukebox, cigarette machine, pool table, etc.

Dufrasne recounts how his informants experienced these changes:

Don Francisco Montes Sabater tells us that they used 
to dance only in pairs, in rows and in a circle. The hand
contact between ladies and gentlemen was very sporadic.
Don Francisco says that the execution of the dance and 
music of bomba was very different from the interpretations 
of the Ayala Brothers and the Cepeda Family. He finds the
music of these groups “very unruly” and that bomba dance
as he knew it in his childhood was “very decent” and de
figura (elegant, composed). This informant added that he
couldn’t consider the music of these other groups as bomba
(1985: 161–2 —author’s translation).

The theme of degeneration, decay, and dissolution is a common one running
throughout this work, similar in tone to Eduardo Seda Bonilla’s Requiem para una
cultura (1972). As a requiem for bomba,

It is important to consider the fact of the commercialization
of bomba dance. The ones that own the drums and that pay
the musicians are business-minded people. This justifies their
presence during the musical events, as a consequence of their
work or business interests. The bomba dances in Loíza are
offered on lots adjacent to commercial establishments and
openly sponsored by local business owners. Before this
phenomenon, bomba was sponsored by particular individuals
who cleared out a space for them around their houses. 
These non-commercial neighbors were present as the deans
of the musical event, because the sale of alcoholic drinks
under the roof of their house would have required their
attention. They would have to be there for the commercial
transaction. Neither the presence of the sponsor nor the
motives are the same as the dances of years past. This is
already the consequence of contemporary changes in the
context of the musical events (author’s translation).

Dufrasne linked the “commercialization” of bomba by small proprietors 
with the deterioration of the genre (adulterated by interest in profits from
alcohol sales). Understandably, given the historical context, one of the major
marketing strategies of traditional bomba performers has been to promote 

the authenticity, and artistic purity, of their product (in stage performances 
and audio recordings). 

The folkloric purity of bomba, however, will be its epitaph. Although passive accept-
ance of commercialization can undermine the genre, the obsession with purity makes 
it impossible for the bomba community to thrive. Bomba purists who lament the decay 
of the genre through commercialization (a narrative of self-victimization) actually serve to
accelerate the process. This lamentation narrative veils a determination to remain purely
folkloric (in the most restrictive sense) at all costs. Moreover, by rejecting the trickster
(vejigante) spirit of popularization, this lamentation narrative, as it gets played out in society,
virtually guarantees the destruction of bomba as a genre of contemporary significance.

Néstor García Canclini (1993), for example, completely rejects the concept of
folkloric purity in his study of Mexican festival arts: artistic products considered 
to be most “authentic” are always subsumed by an encompassing capitalist
economy that thrives on the exchange value of these items by, for instance,
creating markets for the masters of “folk art.” García Canclini is careful to note,
however, that this “systems view” does not necessarily demand a cynical outlook
where the labor and craft of the producers is rendered meaningless by their products’
exchange value; the situation is much more complex than that suggested by artistic
purists, critics, and cultural nationalists, who fear, and condemn, those who
“sell out.” Rather, his aim is to keep the focus on the social relations of artistic
creativity, and to join in the struggle for artists to build a society that is “not based
on the commercial exploitation of women and men and their work” (1993: 114). 

The constant struggle of bomberos in their effort to acquire funding to extend the
genre into wider circles of appreciation has been linked to the question of sponsorship,
a theme dealt with extensively by Arlene Dávila (1997). While the most available
forms of corporate sponsorship have been via alcoholic beverages, especially beer and
rum, there is considerable ambivalence about drawing support from sources
(linked to foreign capital) that not only are perceived to perpetuate social ills but also
profit from them at considerable expense to the bomba community. Dávila describes
in detail how “bomba y plena” festivals have been created amidst this tension
between corporate sponsorship (tied to colonial relations) and cultural nationalism.
Dávila even goes on to discuss, most provocatively, how corporations have come 
to thrive on cultural nationalism, contrary to the predictions of the influential
socioeconomic forecaster John Naisbitt in his best-selling Megatrends (1990), 
which forcefully claimed cultural nationalism would be an obstacle to commerce 
and economic growth. In Dávila’s analysis, identities become “sponsored” by
corporate ad agencies in order to sell more products to proudly Puerto Rican
consumers who celebrate “tradition” in the context of a consumer society in which
the commodification of identity is rampant. Consumption of mass-marketed goods
has a long history on the Island, particularly on the coast, where proletarianization
on the sugar plantations created a situation where relatively minor North American
products, such as Welch’s grape juice and Schaefer beer, became “traditional” items 
in the Puerto Rican diet of virtually every town.

So what is a bombero to do? In the parallel struggles for artistic freedom and cultural
self-determination, ideas of artistic purity and authenticity are not totally irrelevant. 
The stakes, in fact, may be quite high for the artists themselves, and the criteria by 
which art forms and their stylistic variations get legitimized may be hotly contested,
especially when someone’s livelihood is in the balance. In the present case of Puerto
Rican music and dance it matters a great deal who gets to decide what counts as “bomba”:
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The knowledge that bomba performance (baile de bomba) communicates or
signifies beyond the spheres of drumming, dancing, and singing, that it has been 
a key form of resistance to commodification, linked with historical processes of
subject-formation from its inception, is made evident by post-1960s revisionist
Afro-Puerto Rican historiography, particularly in Baralt’s Esclavos rebeldes (1989 [1982]),
and Nistal-Moret’s Esclavos, prófugos y cimarrones (1984).

Baralt devotes an entire chapter, “Del Baile de Bomba al Nuevo Reglamento 
de Esclavos de Puerto Rico, 1826,” to the circumstances surrounding the use 
of bomba dancing in slave rebellions. Following the tactical example of their
contemporaries, the Haitian slaves in their War of Independence (from 1775 to
1804), Puerto Rican slaves used numerous diversions to camouflage their intent
to rebel, escape, and eventually abolish the slave system. Among the diversions
used to distract and confuse the local slave-owning populace were the setting 
on fire of cane fields and the organizing of bomba dances to “entertain”
unsuspecting slaveowners, providing a cover, as well as coded signals, for the
planning of rebellions. As a result, the colonial authorities instituted a series 
of regulations that officially “permitted” bomba as a form of entertainment but
tightly circumscribed the contexts in which it could be performed, limiting 
it to Sundays and holidays and only with official permission.

In the course of this relentless suppression of African-inspired culture, Puerto
Rican bomba likely lost a lot of its riches, in terms of rhythmic variety, performative
skill, song repertoire, cultural knowledge, and oral histories. Exactly what and how
much of this heritage was lost would be difficult if not impossible to determine in 
its entirety. But the flip side of this issue is arguably just as compelling: the stubborn
survival of a fascinating and invigorating genre of African-based Puerto Rican dance
music despite centuries of suppression, marginalization, and outright persecution.

While Vega Douet claims that what has remained fairly constant in bomba over
the past several hundred years is “the basic rhythmic pattern” (Vega Drouet 1979:
109), the issue of musical continuities is also difficult to establish. For starters,
there are many rhythms but little consensus among the different regions and
folkloric groups as to what rhythms are most “authentic,”—how many there are,
how they should be played, what counts as a distinct rhythm versus a variation
(called a seis or son de bomba), and so on. Moreover, there is no one rhythm that 
is played exactly the same way across all the major bomba regions along the coast
(Ponce, Mayagüez, Cataño, Santurce, and Loíza). Even where the names of the
rhythms are the same or similar (cuembé in Santurce, guembé in Cataño and Ponce;
leró in Ponce and Santurce; holandés in Mayagüez, Ponce, Cataño, and Santurce)
they are not played exactly the same way. To make matters even more complex, 
the bomberos of Loíza and their oral historians are known for their claim to have
the oldest, most “African,” most authentic bomba tradition on the Island. Yet the
names of their rhythms (seis corrido, corbé, rulé), and the ways that they are
played, are unique to the region (perhaps testimony to the degree of Loíza’s
historical isolation and marginalization due to race/class discrimination against 
its predominantly dark-skinned inhabitants; for more on the issue of race/class
dynamics in Puerto Rico and how they play out in the bomba community, 
see Barton 1995, forthcoming). 

While the historical and regional continuities are complex, there are a few
constants which most can agree on, such as that any bomba tradition worthy 
of the name must include the following:
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will it be the more commercially oriented salseros, merengueros, and raperos, who assimilate
superficial fragments of bomba performance by using a particular rhythm associated
with traditional bomba and appropriating the bomba name for its marketability 
(its explosive, pyrotechnic “sex bomb” connotations)? While exploitation is unfortunately
the norm, there have been several recent cases of inspired collaborations between commer-
cially successful artists (such as the jazz trombonist, William Cepeda, and the rapper,
Tego Calderón) and bomberos on the basis of mutual self-respect, but these cases
tend to be the exception rather than the rule. The question remains: at what point
and under what conditions will bomberos themselves be able get to determine what
counts as “bomba” for a public that has been misinformed for so many years. On many
levels, there is no question that the concept of authenticity is still locally important
because it designates sites of struggle with broad social implications: authenticity is 
a place where opposing social forces meet. All in all, however, concepts of authenticity
and artistic purity (especially to the extent that they are taken out of context) are just
not very useful. The obsession with purity, and the quest for total authenticity, can even
actively inhibit the development of a progressive social agenda that limits, diminishes
and/or eliminates the exploitation of artists and performers. This insistence on artistic
purity can also alienate first-timers, who receive the impression that only the ones who
already know how may dance, and that there is only one correct way to participate.

The Historical Challenge: 
How to “Make History” Through Collective, Creative Activity; How to
Reorganize, Renew, and Reinvigorate the Entire Realm of Bomba Traditions
and the Social Contexts That Support Them.
In the early 21st century, as Puerto Rican society continues to assert collective
autonomy and self-determination on issues such as the liberation of Vieques from
U.S. naval bombardment, the task at hand for bomberos is to take bomba where it has
never been before, to fortify its support within Puerto Rican society and widen the
circle of appreciation and participation—para afincar, sembrar, y cosechar. The degree 
to which this task is difficult to achieve will have something to do with the social
status of bomba, and the communities that have supported it, in Puerto Rican history.
It will also be important to consider where bomba has come from and what bomba
has been, and what bomba communities around the Island have done with it. 
There are historical and regional continuities as well as discontinuities that must 
be accounted for if some paths for bomba’s future development are to be illuminated.

The roots that bomba laid down during the slavery period had little to do with
putting on a good show. According to Rafael Cepeda, in the recent Singer and James
film, and many other oral historians of bomba traditions, bomba performers were
rarely if ever paid for their services to the community. People played for the intrinsic
enjoyment of the art form as well as for the social pleasures of making music together
with friends and kin. In this sense, bomba can be said to be a “recreational” genre, 
as ethnomusicologist Kenneth Bilby (1985) remarks in his authoritative survey essay
“The Caribbean as a Musical Region.” Yet to classify bomba as “merely” recreational
would be a huge mistake, given what we know about the role of bomba dances in
initiating slave revolts during the slavery period, especially from the late 18th to early
19th century. At the very least, bomba dances involved celebrating life under difficult
circumstances, as a form of active cultural resistance to the commodification of
human beings as chattel. Bomba dances could also be used to divert attention from
any illicit activity, such as organizing an insurrection.
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or community dances, is “¡habla! ¡habla!” (“talk! talk!”), an incitement to “speak” freely
using codes of movement and sound. Alex LaSalle, an oral historian and bombero from
Moca who directs the group Alma Moyó in Manhattan, has also hypothesized
(personal communication) that particular dance movements and step combinations 
are rooted in the ability to tell stories of past and future travels, stories of “where I’m
coming from” and “where I want to go” in a form of pantomime.

Nevertheless, although bomba dancing has many traits in common with spoken
language, it does not currently have the strictly literal quality it may have had during
the early 1800s. For historical reasons having to do with the demography of the slave
trade and the politics of European imperial rivalries, black Puerto Ricans did not
retain any African languages on a wide scale, the way that many Cubans have
retained Yoruba. According to LaSalle and other Puerto Ricans familiar with palo
mayombe and other Kongo-based religions, Congolese, the mostly widely understood
African language in Puerto Rico, has existed in pockets over the years, nurtured by
cabildos, or secret religious societies. This claim is supported by the general fact that
about 40 percent of the African slaves who came through the Caribbean and Puerto
Rico were from the Kongo/Angola region of West Africa. The use of single-sided
drums, especially when they are tilted over and played horizontally (as in the Ponce
style), is another piece of evidence that supports the notion of a heavy Kongo
influence in the origins of bomba.

Although Vega Drouet’s 1979 dissertation claims an early Ashanti influence in Puerto
Rican bomba, most of the evidence about the slave trade developed in the past two
decades points toward the Kongo/Angola region. More recently, Vega Drouet (2000)
has expanded on his initial footnote about the progressive “Bantu-ification” 
of bomba during the 19th century and cites a fascinating letter that he found in the
archives of San Juan (Reports of the Spanish Governors of Puerto Rico, October 9,
1840): Ciriaco Sabat, “King of the Blacks of the Congo Nation,” requested formal
permission to organize a bomba dance at the cathedral of San Juan during the annual
religious festivals of San Miguel (September 29th) and Our Lady of the Rosary
(October 7th). Vega Drouet adds that Sabat 

reminded the governor that since time immemorial
permission to play bombas had annually been granted. 
This suggests that the tradition was then at least a few
generations old—which could reasonably date it to the
period of 1700–1750. This dating coincides with the belief 
of the people of Loíza Aldea, who say their tradition of
dancing and drumming the seis de bomba at the cathedral 
of San Juan dates to the 1600s as part of the original 
series of seises.

While the main protagonists appear to have been Congolese, there is no doubt
that a variety of West African and neo-African Caribbean cultures have influenced
and contributed to the development of bomba over the years. To appreciate the
extent of bomba’s creolization, it is important to note Puerto Rico was a refuge for
fugitive slaves from rival colonies (the local Spanish colonial government neither
returned them nor re-enslaved them as a matter of policy) and that the population 
of “free people of color” in Puerto Rico always outnumbered the slave population,
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• C A L L - A N D - R E S P O N S E  S I N G I N G : mostly in Spanish, but some in Afro-French
kreyol and some in Congolese (Alex LaSalle, personal communication); sometimes
with an opening litany (as in some songs from Mayagüez, e.g. “Sepulate” by Don
Félix Alduén); the refrains that are repeated tend to be rather short and suggestive
and have a percussive, chant-like quality, often using simple melodies on a
pentatonic scale and may, or may not, include vocal harmonizing.

• P O L I R H Y T H M I C  D R U M M I N G :  in variants of 2/4, 4/4, 6/8, and 12/8, with
interlocking and multilayered rhythms formed by the three-part basic
instrumentation and the percussive call-and-response vocal ensemble.

• T H R E E - P A R T B A S I C  I N S T R U M E N TAT I O N : (1) at least two goat-skin barrel drums,
including at least one buleador (low drum), which repeats a rhythmic phrase, and
one subidor or primo (high drum), which improvises on top of, and in conversation
with, the basic rhythm played by the buleador; the subidor is also used to sonically
interpret a solo dancer’s movements;(2) one cuá, or stick drum, using two sticks 
on a hollow bamboo log or on the side of a drum, usually playing a pattern that
corresponds to the basic rhythm of the buleador; (3) one large gourd maraca.

• D A N C E  S T E P S : (1) distinct paseo, or promenade, steps that correspond to the basic
rhythm being played; for dancing in pairs or groups or chorus line, without calling
for beats from the subidor; (2) piquetes, improvised steps and gestures that call for
beats to be precisely marked by the subidor; (3) all dance steps, whether improvised
or codified by rhythm, must display the basic values of good posture, elegance,
and firmness (three values somewhat open to interpretation and in the eyes of 
the beholder, and thus open to controversy).

• T H E  D R U M - D A N C E  C H A L L E N G E  O R  R E T O : at virtually any moment in a bomba
dance event a solo dancer may break off from the rest of the group or ensemble
and approach the subidor to begin doing piquetes, improvised steps that call for
particular beats and sound combinations to be marked on the drum by the subidor.
The challenge for the drummer is to mark these steps by reading the body
language of the dancer without knowing what the dancer is going to do in
advance. The challenge for the dancer in this “agonistic dialogue” (Barton 1995;
forthcoming) is to get and hold the drummer’s attention and increase the
challenge by executing steps that progressively increase the overall energy 
and vitality of the musical ensemble, and then end the challenge at the highest
peak of intensity, reverting to the basic step.

In addition to basic rhythmic patterns and the constants listed above, there 
are African traits in bomba performance that continue to suggest a linguistic base,
however distant. To begin with, the local, creole Puerto Rican Spanish is loaded 
with Africanisms (in its vocabulary, pronunciation, grammar, etc.; see Dufrasne
González 1985; Álvarez-Nazario 1974 [1961]). There are other characteristics of 
bomba performance that also suggest African linguistic references. 

Bomba drum improvisations and the dance movements that correspond to them are
noted for having a speechlike quality—novice bomba dancers must not only internalize 
a movement vocabulary, with commonly used words, phrases, and punctuation marks,
but also a grammar by which a sequence of movement combinations can make sense. 
To perform adequately, then, according to the standards of the bomba community, bomba
dancers, and the subidor who gives sound to their movements, must learn to “speak” in 
a free-flowing way that is not stilted or repetitive, as in an ordinary verbal conversation.
A common shout of encouragement to solo dancers and drummers at bombazos, 
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movement (1993 to the present) has done much to establish a distinct bombero
identity where once, not too long ago, there were only salseros and pleneros who 
played a little bomba once in a while. The Bombazo movement has not gone entirely
unnoticed by the media and the general public: many of the movement’s key players
and protagonists have been featured in recent documentaries that have highlighted
the resurgence of bomba at the community level among young people throughout
the Island and in New York City. Both documentaries—the Singer and James film 
on the Cepeda Family, entitled Bomba: Dancing the Drum, and Paloma Suau’s Raíces
special for Banco Popular—have been well received, achieving a significant amount
of attention and praise from many sectors of society beyond the bomba community. 

As an indicator of bomba’s recent resurgence since the early 1990s, there is much
more widespread use of the barril (the traditional instrument, a goat-skin barrel
drum) in recent recordings by popular musicians such as the jazz saxophonist
David Sánchez, the jazz trombonist William Cepeda, the vocalist Yolandita Monge,
the pianist Eddie Palmieri, and the rapper Tego Calderón. Beginning in the 1950s 
and running into the mid-1990s, celebrated recordings of bomba songs by path-
breaking musicians and salseros such as Mon Rivera, Rafael Cortijo, Ismael Rivera,
Willie Colón, El Gran Combo, among many others, often utilized only a single conga
drum (a tumbadora, borrowed from Afro-Cuban orchestration) playing a single bomba
rhythm (usually sicá) in the background. The more contemporary recordings instead
use a more traditional pair of barrel drums of Puerto Rican origin to get a stronger
and richer effect, one that echoes the thundering vibrancy of the open-air CICRE-
sponsored bombazos that toured the San Juan Metro Area and the Island between
1998 and 2002, rocking crowds of hundreds of people with as many as eight barriles
at a time. As a result of the surging popularity of the custom-made barrel drums,
Puerto Rican artisans such as Ángel “Papo” del Valle, Iván Dávila, and Víctor
Vélez, have experienced an unprecedented growth in sales, when only a few years
before the market had been completely dominated by factory-made conga drums.
Prior to this resurgence in the late 1990s, virtually the only artists who used bomba
drums in their recordings were from groups that had traditional bomba in their
repertoire, such as Don Rafael and La Familia Cepeda, Modesto Cepeda and Cimiento
Puertorriqueño, Paracumbé, Atabal, and Los Pleneros de la 21. The Bombazo movement
has thus had a ripple effect of enfranchisement and empowerment not only for
bomba performers (resulting in greater opportunities for gigs, residencies, and recordings)
but also for the entire community that supports them, a cottage industry of drum-
makers, skirt-makers, t-shirt makers, graphic artists, web designers, workshop
leaders, dance instructors, CD vendors, promoters and producers, et al.

The community that supports the Bombazo movement is growing in strength 
and number and boldness. Two recent examples come to mind, in addition to the 
Son del Batey performance described at the beginning of this essay: (1) the CICRE
touring group, Bombazo de Puerto Rico, had Sila Calderón dancing bomba at her
inauguration as the first woman governor of Puerto Rico; (2) not to be outdone, 
Son del Batey and Jesús Cepeda had Miss Puerto Rico dancing bomba at the Miss
Universe pageant. These events were unthinkable even ten years ago. While much
has changed for the better in the bomba world, there are still many obstacles and
challenges that lie ahead. The fact that the unthinkable has become commonplace,
however, is an encouraging sign.

To the extent that bomba may have been used as a vehicle to announce rebellions 
in the past, it can be argued that today bomba keeps its irrepressible spirit by keeping
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unlike every other Antillean country in the 19th century, with the exception of post-
revolutionary Haiti (Knight 1990). The free black creole population that embraced
bomba as a form of recreation in the 18th and 19th centuries was thus already
culturally diverse and not restricted to one particular ethnic group (such as the
Congolese). Puerto Rico’s large population of free people of color also celebrated
bomba as predominantly monolingual Spanish-speakers.

Thus two tendencies that continue today emerged in bomba during the 19th
century. One is the more underground, sacred, sheltered or secretive side of bomba,
which is entwined with Kongo-based culture and spirituality (as in the variety of palo
religions), in which subtle meanings are retained through song and dance and passed
on through religious rites and ceremonies into which one must be initiated in order
to grasp their full meaning. The other tendency, arguably just as authentic and
hundreds of years old, is the overtly secular, public face of bomba, understood to be
recreational as well as defiant, Puerto Rican creole as well as African, practiced by
slaves and their descendents as well as by free people of color and their descendents.

One could argue that bomba may have once had the capacity to literally “denote” 
in a particular African tonal language, but then lost this capacity when the original
population of initiates, who knew the hidden meanings of its beats and tones, 
had passed on. Remarkably, rather than disappear in the 19th century after slavery
became outlawed, bomba instead carried on a double life (sacred/secular, private/
public) and was transformed into a “living border” (Flores 1993: 199–224), a musical
dance language comparable to the role played by slang today. In this way, margin-
alized slaves and their black-identified working-class allies became insiders while
slaveholders, and their blanquito allies were relegated to the outskirts of bomba, 
an invisible barricade, or “picket” line (of piquetes), that protected the community 
of those “in the know.”

Nowadays, perhaps more than ever, to “know” bomba (how to play it and sing it) 
is to know how to dance bomba. This trait also displays traces of its origins: in West
African societies it is common that one must know the dance in order to claim that
one knows the music (Waterman 1952). Bomba has gone even further in this direction,
having recoded its entire tonal lexicon onto the body—anything that can be danced
must be markable by the primo, and anything the primo plays must be danceable in
the bomba idiom. While many West African and Afro-Caribbean dances have a family
resemblance to this drum-dance dialogue, the intensity with which Puerto Rican
bomba performers engage in the duel between sound and movement is arguably
unique and a product of a particular cultural history that has never been duplicated.

The Political Challenge: 
How to Build a Community That Supports the Bombazo activity, 
Including How to Confront and Overcome Obstacles.
The current social infrastructure (the active and established social contexts) for
bomba-related performance in the Puerto Rican music community deals with salsa,
plena, and reggaetón (Puerto Rican reggae-rap). Bomba songs are often performed by
Puerto Rican salseros as part of their repertoire, and pleneros also are expected to
know a few bomba tunes. Current Puerto Rican rappers are also expected to be able
to lyrically freestyle over bomba beats that may be synthetic, live, or prerecorded. 
Yet while bomba is familiar and embraced by many Puerto Rican musicians and music
lovers, it still has some difficulty being recognized as a genre worthy of respect and
appreciation on its own terms. As a response to this situation, the Bombazo
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a certain cimarrón consciousness alive in refusing to allow identity, social mobility, 
and cultural spaces to be defined by outsiders. Part of this maroon consciousness
(cimarronaje) thrives in the roadside kiosks where crab-stuffed fritters and coconut
water are sold along the island’s coastal highways, calling to mind the diet of fugitive
slaves who fled for the mangrove thickets to escape bondage and subsisted on
crabmeat (los cangrejeros). This deep-fried chinchorro culture (see Santos-Febres 1991)
has been on the run for most of the past thirty years, pushed farther and farther 
away from population centers in order to make room for more strip malls.
Meanwhile, local elites (los blanquitos) continue to form and expand their gated
communities; most only tolerate bomba as a static form of picturesque folkloric
demonstration on a stage (i.e., as domestic tourism), not as a participatory
street-level rite of community celebration. At the same time, television advertisers
and commercial publicity firms continue to gleefully capitalize on the kiosk motifs 
to sell all kinds of products evoking “traditional” appeal (Dávila 1997). One of the
great challenges (retos) facing the bomba community today is whether it can 
continue to cultivate the entrepreneurial cimarron consciousness that gave 
rise to the kiosks in the first place. 
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G L O S S A R Y

Barril: a goat-skin barrel drum that is the basic instrument of Puerto Rican bomba music.
Bomba: (1) an Afromestizo drum-dance genre from Puerto Rico which incorporates call-
and-response singing, drumming, and percussive dancing in which dancer’s movements
are interpreted by a lead drummer (subidor), who beats (2) a goat-skin barrel drum (barril),
the basic instrument of Puerto Rican bomba music. 
Bombazo: a community bomba dance that includes people of all ages and skill levels.
Bombero: a bomba performer; in the bomba world, the term implies that one knows how
to drum, dance as well as sing bomba.
Buleador: the low-drum used in bomba music;, also the person who plays the basic
rhythm on this drum. 
Coro: the chorus part in call-and-response singing, usually a short refrain that fits a
particular rhythm pattern.
Cuembé (or güembé, in southern Puerto Rico): a rhythmic variant of sicá that has its
own basic steps (el zungeo and la marcha).
Holandés: a bomba rhythm, played very fast and in 2/4 time.
Paseo: the stylized walk steps used at the beginning and end of a bomba dance solo; the
basic steps that are used correspond to the basic rhythm being played: sicá, cuembé, yubá
or holandés.
Piquete: the improvised movements of the bomba dancer that are to be interpreted
musically by the lead drummer (subidor).
Reto: the challenge that a dancer makes to the lead drummer in bomba, i.e., to make
sounds on the drum that correspond to the dancer’s improvised movements.
Sicá: a bomba rhythm complex with 12 known variants, played in 2/4 time.
Soberao: the dance-circle that is formed in bomba dancing.
Subidor: the high-drum used in bomba music; also the lead drummer who plays this drum
while interpreting the movements of the bomba dancer.
Voz: the lead vocal part that alternates with the coro, and includes lyrical and melodic
improvisation upon a theme provided in the first few verses.
Yubá: a bomba rhythm complex with at least three known variants, played in 6/8 time.
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