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 PREFACE  

 I first went to Cuba in 1997, not knowing much about the country or its music.  

One night while traveling alone in the city of Sancti Spíritus, I found myself in a lively 

and friendly conversation with a Cuban woman of about 27 years of age.  I had just 

finished having dinner at a paladar, a private restaurant operated out of a Cuban’s home, 

on a comfortable summer night.  The woman was either the wife or the sister of the man 

who owned the house, I wasn’t sure.  She was asking me about what I was doing and 

what my interests were.  I told her I played saxophone and we quickly fell to talking 

about Cuban music.  I mentioned a few of the groups I had heard and liked, such as Los 

Van Van and Irakere, and she voiced her approval.  Then she asked me about Manolín, El 

Médico de la Salsa, (so-named because he was in his last year of medical school when he 

set down the stethoscope and picked up the claves to be a salsa singer).  I had never heard 

of El Médico at the time.  The woman explained to me that she liked his songs because 

his lyrics came from the street and expressed the Cuban sentiment of the day.  “For 

example,” she said, “there is this song which is hot right now that says: Somos lo que hay.  

Lo que se vende como pan caliente…Somos lo máximo.”  (“We are what there is.  That 

which sells like hot bread…We are the top.”)  She went on to explain that this song was 

about the Cuban edge, about pride in the Cuban street.  And not only that, but it was also 

talking about the black market.  There had been many shortages in Cuba ever since 1990, 

when the Soviet subsidy was withdrawn.  When something became available on the black 

market, and one never knew when, it would sell like hot bread. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

     That was the way I first learned about the black market in Cuba and the way 

Cubans dealt with the many shortages of the Special Period: an explanation of a popular 

Cuban song told me what there was to know.  The beginning of the Special  Period was 

announced in 1990 as the Cuban economy collapsed following the withdrawal of the 

Soviet subsidy.1  The emergence of a distinct music called timba goes hand in hand with 

the coming of the Special Period in Cuba, specifically in Havana, the center of cultural 

production on the island.2  These two events—the emergence of the new timba at the 

beginning of the 1990s and the coming of the Special Period—have, at least, a connection 

in time.  How much further this connection goes is one of the central questions this thesis 

will address. 

Fieldwork 

 The research and ideas presented in this essay are largely based on the experience 

of four separate trips to Cuba.  My time has been spent predominately in Havana.  

However, I have traveled around the country and have also visited Matanzas, Santa Clara, 

Sancti Spíritus, Trinidad, Cienfuegos, and Camagüey.  In the spring of 1997 I was in 

Cuba for five weeks, four of which were spent studying percussion at the Instituto 

                                                           
1 “With the collapse of the Soviet Union the island gradually lost subsidies and trade agreements worth 
approximately six billion dollars per year….  Without adequate energy supplies or manufactured goods, 
Cuba’s highly dependent economy suffered a drop of over 40% in GNP by 1990” (R. Moore, “Music and 
Ideological Crisis,” unpublished Ms.).   
2 This thesis focuses on timba as related to Havana.  However, the neighborhoods and themes of Havana 
are known over all of Cuba.  Furthermore, timba can be seen as an urban phenomenon which pertains to all 
of Cuba.  Pedro de la Hoz, a Cuban music scholar/critic commented thus: “Timba is a Cuban phenomenon, 
that is developed in greater strength in Havana, but it is a national phenomenon.  The themes are urban but 
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Superior de Artes (ISA), the national music and art school in Havana.  I returned to Cuba 

in January, 2000 for a two week visit.  My third trip to Cuba was for a six month stay 

while I was a student at the University of Havana from August, 2000 through January, 

2001.  For most of the semester I lived in a studio-apartment in Centro Habana in the 

neighborhood of Cayo Hueso.  Most recently, I returned to Cuba for one month this past 

summer in order to complete more research and conduct interviews with top timba 

musicians. 

 I conducted extensive interviews not only with timba musicians but also with 

Cuban musicologists, music promoters and aficionados, and ordinary Cubans.  In 

addition to formal interviews, I have had countless pertinent conversations with Cuban 

friends and acquaintances in many parts of Cuba but especially in the neighborhoods that 

make up Centro Habana and Habana Vieja (“Old Havana”).3  I have attended many 

rumbas in these neighborhoods and concerts at La Tropical.  Other Havana music venues 

I have attended include Palacio de la Salsa, Casa de la Música, Café Cantante, Balneario 

Universitario, Casa de la Cultura de Vedado, and several street concerts. 

 Many individuals have been important to each section of this thesis.  For example, 

the Cuban musicologist Helio Orovio was extremely articulate in talking about the 

musical phenomena which came before timba.  Orovio is one of the foremost Cuban 

musicologists working with popular music and his publications include the Diccionario 

de la Música Cubana (1981), a comprehensive cataloging of Cuban musicians and 

musical terms. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
not only of Havana.  In the large cities the reception is more or less equal” (personal interview, June 29, 
2001). 
3 Including Colon, Cayo Hueso, San Leopoldo, Belen, et. al 
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 The sources for this thesis include many written sources such as published 

interviews in Cuban magazines as well as books and articles by both Cuban and U.S. 

musicologists (see bibliography).  However, obtaining published Cuban sources was 

sometimes difficult, and occasionally impossible.  For example, I was unable to locate a 

particular back issue of one Cuban magazine.  It was not available in Havana book stores 

and was missing from both the National Library and the Library of Casa de Las Americas 

in Havana.  Such a magazine is also not available through the Harvard Library and the 

general lack of access to Cuban publications in the U.S. was a difficulty.  

 The extensive web site, Timba.com, was consulted for biographical information 

as well as critical analysis.  The material on this site is authored by Kevin Moore, a 

California-based salsa musician and timba enthusiast.  Moore has spent much time in 

Cuba researching this music and interacting with timba musicians. 

 All of my interviews and conversations with Cubans were conducted in Spanish.  

The translations provided are my own. 

Terminology 

 Many of the terms I use in this paper can be considered part of an insider 

terminology.  Conveniently, many are the same as would be used to describe U.S. jazz or 

popular music (e.g. “funky”).  I have tried to be clear as to the meanings of both Spanish 

and English terms throughout this paper and provide a glossary at the end for this 

purpose. 

  Two insider terms should be introduced at the outset.  The first is the single most 

common word used to describe timba: “aggressive.”  Many of my interviewees found it 

difficult to give an immediate definition for timba but the first adjective mentioned 
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(musicians included) was “agresivo.”  This is not your typical adjective for describing a 

genre/style of music—which is linked to a need to address the sentiment connected to 

timba. The second term which needs introduction is “lo afrocubano.”  Literally this 

translates as “that which is Afrocuban.”  It is a term which is used frequently in Cuba and 

is superior to any English alternative because it encompasses both the people and the 

Afrocuban culture.  For instance, it encompasses the several Afrocuban religions in 

practice, the batá drumming, the accompanying dancing, and the dancers themselves.  

Theoretical Framework 

 Timba, as presented in this paper, is a distinct genre of Cuban music.  The 

framework for this presentation draws on that proposed by the Italian music scholar, 

Franco Fabbri, in an article  titled, “A Theory of Musical Genres.”  Fabbri states his 

method for determining whether or not a set of musical events constitutes a genre as 

follows:4  “To decide each time whether a certain set of musical events is being 

considered in relation to other opposing sets—in which case I will call it a genre”5 (53).   

Fabbri asserts that the important factor in classifying a set of sounds as a genre is whether 

these sounds are contrasted with other music by a certain community.  Furthermore, it is 

the agreement of some particular community “that forms the basis for the definition of a 

genre” (53).  Timba is generally recognized in Cuba as something distinct and different 

from what came before. 

                                                           
4 Fabbri states: “For ‘musical event,’ the definition of ‘music’ given by the Italian semiologist Stefani may 
be considered valid: ‘any type of activity performed around any type of event involving sound’” (52). 
Franco Fabbri, “A Theory of Musical Genres: Two Applications,” Popular Music Perspectives, Papers 
from The First International Conference On Popular Music Research, Amsterdam, June 1981,  ed. David 
Horn and Phillip Tagg (Sweden: Göteborg & Exeter, 1982) 52-81. 
5 Fabbri goes on to term a set of musical events considered in relation to its sub-sets, as a system.  His 
conception of system is quite appropriate to Italian canzone but the system (unlike his conception of genre) 
is not helpful for explaining timba.  
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 Timba is difficult to put a box around because it is multifaceted.  Franco Fabbri’s 

conception of genre helps to explain this aspect of timba.  Fabbri identifies five “types of 

generic rules.”  These are rules having to do with: 1) the formal and technical aspects of 

music 2) semiotics  3) behavior  4) social and ideological questions  and 5) economic and 

juridical aspects.  These are all factors that help to define a genre and it is clear that they 

constitute a broad range.  In this conception of genre, there is an emphasis on the 

importance of considering all the different components which form the definition of a 

specific genre.  Fabbri warns against conceptions which focus only on the purely musical:  

“In most musicological literature which has tackled the problem of genres, from 

positivists to very recent examples, the formal and technical rules seem to be the only 

ones taken into consideration, to the point where genre, style and form become 

synonymous” (54).  It is not difficult to recognize the error in such conceptions; a genre 

of music is much more than the formal and technical. 

 Timba as a genre can be said to be defined by all five of Fabbri’s rule types for 

genre.  However, while I do draw on Fabbri’s multifaceted view of genre, I do not make 

use of his actual categories.  Instead, I will generally present timba as embodying three 

aspects: music, lyrics, and sentiment.  The first two of my classifications more or less fit 

with the first two of Fabbri’s.  My third aspect, sentiment, surely contains elements from 

both the third and fourth types of rules identified by Fabbri: behavior, and social and 

ideological concerns.6  However, “sentiment” does not fit neatly into these categories.  

The sentiment associated with timba at times also embodies a sensibility, a certain spirit, 

an attitude or a disposition, a manner or a demeanor, an approach or a character.  Of 

                                                           
6 Fabbri’s fifth type for rules defining genre—economical and juridical concerns—are addressed in this 
paper but are purposefully not a central focus. 
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course, whether using these three aspects or Fabbri’s five, the different components 

which make up the phenomenon, the genre known as timba, are ultimately inseparable. 

 One other theoretical concern present in Fabbri’s paper should be mentioned for 

its pertinence to the present writing.  This is the idea that the many “rules” for defining a 

genre, both formal and not, are passed on by “model works” (53).  The songs presented in 

this thesis and on the accompanying CD of audio examples are some of the model works 

of timba. 

 While timba is a distinct genre, the term “timba” is sometimes problematic.  The 

music described in this paper exists in sound, in lyrics, and in sentiment regardless of the 

name put to it.  But in Cuba, it is generally known as “timba” and the term is important 

because of the sentiment it embodies which is, in part, linked to past uses of the word.  

For this reason, a history of the term will be presented in the first chapter. 

Presentation 

I hope to show what sets timba apart musically, how it is a new and innovative 

Cuban music of the 1990s.  I also hope to illustrate the ways in which timba—musically, 

lyrically, and culturally—draws its inspiration from the urban Cuban street and 

neighborhood of the 1990s.  

 In the first part of this paper, I begin by looking at the various meanings of 

“timba.”  Then, in order to give the reader a better sense of the flavor and sentiment of  

this music, I provide an ethnographic description of a timba concert given earlier this 

year.  After explaining the word and giving some context, I am able to move on to 

present a brief history of the musical developments leading to timba.  This background 
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will include the most important antecedents, the creation and development of timba, as 

well as a survey of the five most important timba bands. 

 The second part of this paper will present and expand on three ideas which, in 

sum, form the thesis of this paper.  These are, that timba as a musical phenomenon 

embedded in contemporary Cuban culture, is fundamentally linked to 1) the 

neighborhoods of Havana, 2) lo afrocubano, and 3) the Special Period.
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Part I.   CHAPTER 1:  The Meanings of “timba” 

 

 The meaning of the term “timba” has changed over the years.  In the last few 

years of the 1990s, it became a marketing term both in Cuba and abroad.  Needless, to 

say, marketers were more concerned with sales than with sentiment, and all that is 

marked “timba” does not necessarily reflect anything of the Cuban street.  Because the 

term has evolved over time, a history is needed. 

 The earliest reference I have encountered is that of a Cuban exile who was 12 

years old when he left Cuba in 1961.  He told me that in Cuba in the 1950s, people used 

to refer to “pan con timba” (“bread with timba”).  In this case timba meant ‘what ever 

there was.’1  Other Cubans, slightly younger than the exile who grew up in the 1950s, 

agreed that “pan con timba” was the first memorable use of the term, but said that it 

referred specifically to bread with sweet guava paste. 

 The other early use of the term comes from Afrocuban rumba.  Timba was simply 

a rumba itself or a party at which rumba was played, perhaps in the patio of a solar.  (The 

urban solar will be described in detail in Chapter 5).  It was also a term which could be 

used to describe the playing itself.  Juan Formell, the founder and leader of the most 

important Cuban dance band of the last 30 years, Los Van Van, commented on this 

aspect of timba in a 2000 interview.  His comments illustrate another historical use of the 

word. 

Timba for a Cuban can also mean playing, timbiar.  Or timbiar can mean to party, rumbea, or to 

jam, to play music.  There was a time here when a lot of the professors in the national art schools 

came from socialist countries with a very smart but very strict academic approach.  They played 

                                                           
1 Stuart Ashman, personal communication, summer 2000. 
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and taught a classical repertory.  So when the students tried to play Cuban music, they would be 

admonished and even punished.  They’d lose weekend privileges because this music was 

practically prohibited.  It became a clandestine activity.  This ended years ago, but it was a weird 

phase and during that time the kids had to do everything hidden in their dorm rooms.  They would 

say: “Tonight there’s a timba in room number nine.”  Or “We’re going to have a timba tonight.  

We’re going to timbiar.”  (interview by Sylvia Paternostro, BOMB, Winter 2000, 121) 

 It is clear that Cuban musicians have used the word timba to refer to rumba and 

rumba-influenced sounds since well before the term became widely popular in the latter 

half of the 1990s.  The Cuban musicologist, Helio Orovio, remembers that he began 

hearing the word beginning in the early 1980s among the musicians of the group Opus 13 

(personal interview June 28, 2001).2   But if musicians were using the term since the 

1980s to refer to music other than pure rumba, the term only took on its present-day use 

and became popular in the Cuban street somewhere around 1996.   

 Helio Orovio claims credit for the first published use of the word in the 1990s: 

“The first person to call this music timba from a musicological point of view was me” 

(June 28).  Orovio explains that he wrote an article with the title, “La Timba Brava” 

(“Tough Timba,”) to describe the new Cuban music of the 1990s.  The title was a play on 

words from the title of a rumba composition, “La Tumba Brava” (“The Tough Drum”).  

Then a journalist, Emir Garcia, told Orovio, playfully, that he was going to steal this title.  

And he did!  Orovio describes the effect: 

Then with my article and the article of Emir, each time I turned on the television, they were saying 

“la timba is a new manner of Cuban music…la timba, la timba la timba.”  The musicians 

themselves started to say timba, and then Formell began to talk about timba, and the whole world 

                                                           
2 I conducted one personal interview with the Cuban musicologist Helio Orovio for three hours at the 
UNEAC building in Vedado, Havana on June 28, 2001.  All subsequent references to this interview will be 
cited simply as “Orovio, June 28.” 
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began to speak of timba.  That is to say, give the name to something which already existed.  

(interview June 28) 

 The term “timba” was popularly given, sometime around 1996, to a musical and 

cultural phenomenon which was born in the early 90s.  The word is a convenience for 

describing a complex set of cultural and musical characteristics.  But most importantly, 

the word carries with it a particular spirit because of the word’s history of describing 

rumba, and also because it is a term which came to describe an attitude which was born 

with connections to lo afrocubano, the Special Period, and the neighborhood. 

 But for some the word “timba” does not have any connections to history or to a 

particular temperament.  In 2001, the term is now used widely and without regard for its 

background or the sentiment with which it is connected.  It has become a marketing term 

and a pop craze gave rise to many indistinct performers claiming they play timba.  The 

Cuban music critic, Pedro de la Hoz, claims that “the term ‘timba’ has entered into 

crisis,” and says this crisis followed the international success of the Buena Vista Social 

Club.  He explains: 

La timba enters into crisis because of the international boom, the rediscovery that the world has 

made of the old, traditional forms…. The syndrome of the Buena Vista Social Club, killed la 

timba!  No, it didn’t kill it, let’s correct that, it made the concept of la timba enter into crisis.  

Because almost all the timberos have been distancing themselves from the term in order to present 

themselves as Cuban music more or less new or more or less traditional….  But those that identify 

with [this music], if they had been strictly commercial…they would have put themselves to 

playing traditional music, to singing like Compay Segundo in order to have sales in the 

international market.  But no, what they have done is distanced themselves from the concept of 

timba as a name…but they keep playing with the same aesthetic. (personal int. June 29, 2001) 
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 What exactly is timba, the music of the 1990s?  Partly because of its use as a 

marketing term and also because of the difficulty of defining a multifaceted genre, the 

word is sometimes debated.  Cubans I have asked since 1997 found it difficult to answer 

and would often tell me, “You just know when it’s timba.”3   

 Debates aside, the way I use the word “timba” in this paper is to describe a 

musical genre which emerged at the beginning of the 1990s (with the group NG La 

Banda).  Furthermore, my use of the term is connected to a history involving rumba, lo 

afrocubano, and a particular spirit.  I close this section with a series of quotes from 

Cuban musicians, music journalists, and a university student in order to help elucidate the 

connections timba has to a spirit/sentiment. 

“When you are living here in Cuba, you are living the music of Cuba.” 
   --Irving Acao—Irakere musician—(personal interview June 20, 2001). 
 
 
“La timba is in the streets, in the lines, in the manner in which the people speak and 

dance.  It is like an attitude put in front of life today in Cuba.” 
   --José Luis Cortés—the father of timba—(interview by T. Henry, 23). 
 
 
“Timba is in the sidewalk of any neighborhood you can think of, in the way in which 

the women walk in summer and even in the astounded look of the travelers who 

come to this land and try to imitate each form of our dance.” 
   --Emir García Meralla—music journalist—(“Son de la Timba,” 18). 
 
 
“[Recently] many things have been produced here inside Cuba that have much to do 

with the feelings of lo cubano, with the way of thinking, the way of being, and this is 

what the music carries.” 
   --Irving Acao (personal interview June 20, 2001). 
 
 
 [“Timba”] has to with a mode of being.  It is more than a manner for making 

music, it is a manner of living…to live with timba. 
   --Carlos Garcia—university student—(personal interview June 27, 2001).

                                                           
3 This might be comparable to asking an average person in the U.S., “What is Jazz?” 
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CHAPTER 2:  Timba at La Tropical: Charanga Habanera Performs, 

Saturday June 23, 2001 

 
 
 There are two entrance prices at La Tropical.  On this particular night, Cubans pay 

20 Cuban pesos (equivalent to $1 U.S. Dollar) and foreigners must pay the same amount 

in dollars (i.e. $20 U.S. Dollars).1  There is a special section of the venue, a second 

balcony, which is just for foreigners.  A few Cubans enter this special section as well, 

generally young women whose admission is paid for by older foreign men.  Likewise, 

almost no foreigners enter the Cuban portion of the venue—the main floor and broad 

overlooking balcony.  I am only able to pay the Cuban-peso price and to enter this part of 

the venue thanks to my University of Havana I.D. card. 

 Walking to La Tropical from the street, there is a group of Havana police officers 

standing at the entrance to the parking lot.  Everyone wishing to enter is patted-down.  

The police are only searching for weapons (knives).  Other articles, such as plastic bottles 

filled with rum, are common-place and permitted. 

 Inside, there is one big concrete floor which is 3/4 full at 11:15pm when my 

friend Amaury (a Cuban) and I arrive.  The space is open air and has a capacity of around 

2000 people.  At the back is a flat second level raised 10-12 feet over the main floor.  It is 

like a balcony except that the main floor is well below street level and one must walk 

along this upper level in order to reach the stairs down to the floor below.  Amaury and I 

work our way to the railing at the edge of this balcony for a good view of the stage. 

 But there is still much time before the show starts.  There is recorded music on 

and there will surely be an opening band before Charanga Habanera.  The recorded music 

                                                           
1 The last time I was here, five months ago, the cost was 10 pesos. 
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is loud and it’s Los Van Van.  A couple next to us is dancing casino (partner salsa 

dancing with lots of turns) and they are good.  Looking out over the floor, the crowd is 

young, the median age around 20-30, and entirely black. 

 La Tropical is perhaps the only regularly scheduled music venue in Havana which 

can be rough.  At previous concerts, I have seen a number of fights and it’s safe to say 

that concerts of the most popular bands rarely pass without at least one fight—the police 

grabbing the perpetrators and dragging them out.  The police largely serve as what would 

be considered “event security” in the U.S. and there are about 20 officers stationed at 

different points around the floor, entrance, and stairways. 

 After an unremarkable opening group, the same old man who has been 

announcing the shows for years at La Tropical does the honors of introducing Charanga 

Habanera (Amaury jokes that the announcer could be Benny Moré’s grandfather).  The 

crowd cheers and Charanga begins their own introduction of the group (no one is on 

stage yet).  A voice introduces the members one by one, over a recorded mix of Charanga 

Habanera’s music set to a techno beat.  As each name is said, one more band member 

parades on to stage, does a short dance or signature interaction with the audience, and 

then proceeds to his place within the layout of the ensemble.  All are wearing long black 

nylon capes, unbuttoned to reveal white T-shirts underneath.  The four lead singers all 

have flashy orange shirts underneath.  The costuming and presentation are reminiscent of 

something Earth Wind & Fire might have done in the late 70s or early 80s.   



  15   

 

Image 1.  Charanga Habanera in their stage outfits (photo by Carlos Acosta, Tropicana, 9 2000). 

 

There are three trumpets and one tenor saxophone player who also has a keyboard 

in front of him.  The percussion section consists of a conga player, a bongo player, and 

one man who plays the timbales, a crash cymbal, as well as the parts of clave (on a wood 

block), cascara, bell, and bass drum.  In addition, the güiro and cow bell are sometimes 

picked up and played by one of the singers.  The remaining members consist of a bass 

player, another keyboard player, four lead singers, and finally—introduced  last—David  

Calzado, the director and arranger.  In total, there are 14 members on stage. 

 The opening song is Charanga Habanera’s first big hit, “Me sube la fiebre,” and 

the crowd goes wild.  Everyone is singing along. 

The dancing 

 But not only singing along; everyone is dancing.  Literally everyone is moving to 

the music in some way, no one is standing still.  There are a few different ways to dance 
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timba.  Some couples dance casino, stepping in time together and executing many fancy 

turns and twirls.  Others dance without a partner, marking out the basic step on the floor 

and accentuating their movements to greater and lesser degree.  Many of the women who 

are not dancing casino move their hips, pelvis, and buttocks in a gyrating, circular motion 

to the rhythm of the music.  Some couples stand front to back with the woman in front 

and the man presses against the woman as they rotate their pelvises in unison.  However, 

many couples and dancers will not start a song with this gyrating, overtly sexual motion.  

Instead they will dance casino or simply mark the time with their feet as they move.  

 As a song progresses, the dancing becomes more intense and often more overtly 

sexual.  A typical song of Charanga Habanera contains a breakdown (bomba) in the 

“montuno section” of the song where the piano and percussion outline an underlying fast 

pulse and the bass provides occasional syncopated accents.  In this rhythmically intense 

breakdown, most everyone takes up the pelvis gyration.  It is nearly impossible to 

continue dancing casino to this section of the song because the characteristic dance step 

of “quick-quick-long” is difficult to follow without the tumbao bass line.2  The women 

who were moving their hips from the beginning of the song follow the emphasis of the 

aggressive rhythm by increasing the intensity of their front-back pelvis motion until the 

motion looks like a frenzy.  Sometimes this frenzy spreads to the whole body and the 

result is what is known as the tembleque.  My own description of the tembleque is that the 

dancer convulses every muscle in her body simultaneously.  It is a rapid tremor-like 

motion of the entire body.  The first time I saw this, it reminded me somewhat of the 

West African dance I have seen.  Several other people have noted this similarity to me, 
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including the Cuban musicologist Helio Orovio.  However, the comparison is only for 

convenience of description; this contemporary Cuban dance which evolved in the 1990s 

is not drawing direct influence from Africa. 

The music          

 The first song Charanga Habanera plays is what was their first big hit, “Me sube 

la fiebre.” 3  The crowd goes wild for this song, and despite the very loud amplification, 

the crowd singing along to the chorus can be distinctly heard.  The lyrics of this song are 

about intense romantic passion and lust.  The most apparent characteristic of the song, the 

thing you notice first, is the piano tumbao (a repetitive figure that moves through the 

song’s harmonies).  The tumbao fits with and weaves around the rumba clave.  Over this 

groove, well-spaced catchy horn lines punch and syncopate with their accents.  The song 

has the typical timba form of a verse-chorus section repeated several times with alternate 

verses, followed by a montuno section (the freer section after the verse-chorus format).  

The version Charanga  plays live has a much more intense montuno than the studio 

recording which I have heard previously. [audio tk. 3]  During the bomba, the bass drops 

to loud accents drummed-out on the strings.  These bass accents along with a slightly 

accelerated tempo, help to make a perfect musical setting for the tembleque. 

 After the first song, an old and well known hit of Charanga Habanera, David 

Calzado announces that this is a night of “todos estrenos” (“all new songs”).  Indeed most 

all of the songs the group plays tonight are not on any of the four CDs they have released.   

The songs are good but the crowd, myself included, gets especially excited for the few 

                                                                                                                                                                             
2 Juan Formell, the leader/founder of Los Van Van makes a related comment in a 2000 interview: “The 
Cubans dance to the bass.  It’s the tumbao that the bass gives that orients people, let’s them know how to 
dance” (interview by Paternostro, 123).    
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songs we recognize, some of the hits from a few years back.  It seems that Calzado is 

looking for something new, a new hit, a way to successfully renovate the group’s sound, 

even if just a bit.  Some of the new songs are better than others, but Amaury comments 

that he does not think Calzado has found that certain “something” to make for another 

ground-breaking album in the new tunes he presents this evening. 

The stage presentation 

 The musicians of Charanga Habanera have choreography.  The four lead singers 

frequently do practiced steps, turns, and arm motions in unison.  Occasionally other 

members of the ensemble, including David Calzado join in.  The overall impression is 

one of a well-rehearsed stage show full of energy 

 Neither the singers nor David Calzado talk much to the audience.  After Calzado 

announces that it will be a night of new tunes, the ensemble plays through another three 

songs before anyone speaks to the audience between songs again.  Overall there is not 

much talk with the audience between songs which contrasts sharply with the extremely 

loquacious style of José Luis Cortés.  (Cortés, or “El Tosco,” is the leader and founder of 

N.G. La Banda, the group in which timba was born).  This is not to say that there is no 

interaction with the audience.  The four lead singers are young and flashy and they work 

the audience as they sing and dance, at times down on their knees in front of the groping 

hands of young Cuban women.  In one instance one of the singers does speak to the 

audience in the middle of a song.  His comments are socially pertinent and clearly copy 

the style of El Tosco.  He says, “Manos pa arriba los que quieren conocer a la extranjera” 

and then “manos pa arriba los que tienen pasaporte.” (“Hands in the air, those who want 

                                                                                                                                                                             
3 The title of this song is listed as “Fiebre de amor” on the Charanga Habanera CD Me Sube La Fiebre 
(Egrem CD 0085, 1993).  Songs are generally popularly known by one of the main refrains of the montuno 
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to travel abroad” and “hands in the air, those who have a passport,”).  Of course, 

hundreds in the audience put up their hands in response to the first question and none for 

the second.  This interaction seems to be cut short, perhaps by a discouraging look from 

David Calzado.  In any case, it is the only interaction of the night involving social 

commentary. 

More on the environment 

 In between two songs, Amaury points out building animosity between two men 

standing close by.  One man left his place on the railing for a moment and another man 

quickly took the spot.  Both are somewhat drunk.  The man who lost his spot is saying 

how he shouldn’t have to guard his spot every second and that the other man should 

relinquish the place.  The second man, at first pretends not to hear and then defends his 

right to have a place on the railing just as much as anyone.  The tone seems to be leading 

towards a fight.  But, to my surprise, the two men keep talking, and the next thing I know 

they have changed the subject to something they both seem to have in common.  Within a 

few minutes they have shaken hands, turned sideways so they can both fit at the railing, 

and one has his arm around the other.  

 The concert ends abruptly at 3:30a.m.  A song ends and the musicians file quickly 

offstage without any curtain-call or fanfare.  People stream out and flood the street.  A 

normal city bus stops at its scheduled spot just beyond La Tropical.  Amaury says the 

driver of this bus must be out of his mind; I know from previous occasions that most 

drivers will not stop when they see so many people in the street, regardless of the fact that 

it might be a scheduled stop.  As Amaury and I walk by the bus we can see that inside it 

is jam-packed with people.  The front doors and back doors of the bus are still open and 

                                                                                                                                                                             
section (see glossary) even though their formal title may be different. 
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there are many people trying to get a toe on the bus and hold on before it pulls away.  

When it does finally pull away, there are people hanging with most of their bodies 

outside of the doors, which are unable to close.  In addition, two bicyclists have grabbed 

a hold of the bus’s bumper and are using it to propel themselves. 

The Spirit 

The sentiment associated with timba is certainly present at tonight’s performance.  

It’s in the place especially, La Tropical—the only long-term venue in Havana which 

presents popular dance bands on a regular basis and charges in Cuban pesos.  The 

sentiment also comes from the working-class black audience, from the time (2:00am on 

Saturday night), and from the alcohol, the spandex, the kissing, and the arguments. 

The music is aggressive rhythmically, in the percussion, the horns, the tumbao of 

the piano, and the funky syncopation of the bass lines.  This aggressiveness, the late hour, 

the alcohol, the weekend—all contribute.  The shows happen on the weekends which are 

when Cubans tend to let loose anyway.  Many work a full week for not much pay, and 

then there is also the work of the everyday:  

 For example, if an average Cuban needs a part to a motor which pumps water into 

a tank in his house, he is not able to just go out and buy the part at the hardware store.  

Instead he calls his friend, who knows someone who works with electric motors.  The 

friend advises the average Cuban to stop by the house of the technician because he does 

not have a phone.  Once the technician is located, he must come to the home of the 

average Cuban to determine the size of the part and, only then, if he can get it.  And there 

is still the question of how a Cuban might pay for such a part.4  The answer may vary 

                                                           
4 It should be noted that some Cubans, in Habana Vieja especially, do not have any water pump and must 
pay Cuban pesos to have young men carry water in buckets up the stairs to their home. 
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greatly.  Amaury makes paper maché helicopters which say “Cuba Air Taxi” on the side 

and sells them to tourists.  Another friend of mine, a doctor, drives his car illegally as a 

taxi on weekend nights to supplement his state income.  There are many ways.  The point 

is, weekdays are intensive for most Cubans.  By the time the expressive, aggressive 

music of Charanga Habanera comes on at 2:00am on Saturday night, many in the 

audience are drunk on peso rum or beer and the intensity of the music is what they have 

been waiting for.
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CHAPTER 3: A Brief Musical History of Timba 

“A new genre is not born in an empty space but in a musical system that is already 

structured.”   --Franco Fabbri, “A Theory of Musical Genres.” 
 
 

 The 1960s in Cuba saw the coming and going of a few different dance crazes.1 

However, following the triumph of the Cuban Revolution (1959), the most important year 

in the history of the musical development leading to timba is around 1967.  It was then 

that the Orquesta Revé, lead by the late Elio Revé but under the musical direction of Juan 

Formell, began to work with fusions involving a variant of son known as changüí.  Helio 

Orovio explains the background of changüí as follows: 

When the son is born in el oriente (“the east”) it begins as a style guantanamero (“from the 

province of Guantanamo”) which was called changüí.  But no one gave it that name.  There was 

not a musician who said "this is called changüí"-- no, it was the fiesta (“party”).  La fiesta, the 

dance, the food, the drink: the fiesta called changüí.  And they would play this type of music; later 

this music took its name from the changüí which was a fiesta. (June 28)  

Revé had great success with fusions of changüí played by his group in a charanga format 

(a format which is characterized by the incorporation of violins). 

Los Van Van          

 Shortly thereafter, in 1969, Juan Formell, the musical director for Orquesta Revé, 

separated from Revé to form his own group, Los Van Van.2  Following in the footsteps of 

his work with Revé, Formell created and perfected a new rhythm, a new mini-genre, 

                                                           
1 For example, the mozambique is one of these; the accompanying music was truly innovative and 
references to the style continue today.  See Helio Orovio, Diccionario de la Música Cuabana.  This 
“dictionary” also provides good background and general information on son and other “classic” Cuban 
musics. 
2 “Van, van ”  (“they  go, they go”) was an expression used in the national propaganda of the time 
surrounding the great sugar harvest of 1969/1970.  The goal of the harvest was 10 million tons and the 
government propaganda declared “Los diez millones de que van…van” (“The ten million must go…go”).   
It is unclear whether the band’s name was inspired by this propaganda.  See Silvana Paternostro,  interview 
with Juan Formell, Bomb winter 2000: 118-123. 
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called songo.  As the name implies, this is son that goes.  Or the name may also come 

from the idea that the rhythm is a mix of son with American “Gogo”.  Whichever the 

case, musically songo can be described as a fusion involving son and rock, or more 

precisely, a son rhythm with an added strong “back beat” on beats 2 and 4.   

Formell’s bass playing manifests influence from rock and reggae.  The breadth of 

Formell’s bass lines goes far beyond the traditional role of the bass in son, in which the 

bass is rarely more than harmonic accompaniment to the piano line moving through 

chord changes.  In general, the bass of Los Van Van plays a more melodic and 

independent role than was customary before its time.  (Following the innovation of 

Formell, timba will take the role of the bass to new melodic levels where the bass “sings” 

in its own role.) 

Juan Formell and Los Van Van were on top from 1970 on.  When I first came to 

Cuba in 1997 it was explained to me by the woman in Sancti Spíritus that “Los Van Van 

is an entire school of music.”  I didn’t know it at the time, but this is not only true, but has 

also been repeated to me many times.  In asking Cubans of any age or background what 

their favorite music or band is, they invariably stated something like: “Bueno, Los Van 

Van, por supuesto”  (“Well, Los Van Van, of course”).  The group is remarkable because 

they have remained extremely popular for over 30 years.  It is almost possible to 

chronicle the events of the Cuban Revolution since 1970 by asking which particular Van 

Van song was a hit when any event took place.  Moreover, the supremacy of Los Van 

Van has not subsided.  Their most recent album, “Llego Van Van…Van Van is Here,” 

not only won a Grammy in the U.S. in 2000 but is also heard throughout Havana and is 

now one of the standard pre-show CDs for raising the crowd’s energy at La Tropical. 
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Irakere 

 In addition to Los Van Van, the other most important group for understanding the 

musical history which leads to timba is Irakere.  Irakere was founded in 1973 by the 

virtuoso Cuban jazz pianist, Chucho Valdés.  Irakere was and is—before anything else—

a  Latin-jazz group.  The jazz the group plays is executed with precision by the individual 

players and brilliantly arranged by Chucho.  Irakere has branched out over its history and 

is also known to play non-Latin-jazz and Cuban dance music.   Irakere made many 

innovations which would influence later Cuban dance and popular music, especially 

timba.3  One example is that Irakere standardized a front horn line consisting of two 

trumpets and two saxophones.  Also, Irakere expanded the breadth of percussion used in 

popular dance bands to include the Afrocuban instruments of batá drums and the 

chekeré.4  Before their incorporation by Irakere, both of these instruments were generally 

only heard in Afrocuban religious ceremonies.5   

Adalberto Alvarez         

 For nearly two decades then, the two most important groups in Cuban popular 

music were Los Van Van and Irakere.  Van Van was the Cuban dance band and Irakere 

presented more elaborate, less danceable Latin-jazz fusions.6  There existed, as well, 

groups which were playing traditional Cuban dance music of the 50s, such as Rumba 

Habana and Orquesta Aragon; but these groups were not do anything new musically. 

                                                           
3 The overall influence of Irakere on Cuba’s contemporary music is large; I present here only two specific 
examples. 
4 A chekeré is a shaken idiophone consisting of plastic beads loosely woven in a net around a dry gourd.  
Batá are double-headed drums of Yoruba origin, considered sacred and used in the practice of Santeria  
(see glossary). 
5 Although Bebo Valdés, Chucho’s father, was probably the first to incorporate these instruments into a 
contemporary group. 
6 Other significant groups of Latin-jazz-fusions include Afrocuba and Opus 13. 
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Then, in the late 1970s-early 80s, Adalberto Alvarez began to work with fusions 

of son which incorporated elements from the Salsa of New York City and Puerto Rico.7  

Helio Orovio writes: 

“In the latter part of the 1970s, a musician from Camagüey, Adalberto Alvarez, gave a new 

air/interpretation to the son;  it was manifested in compositions, timbres, and conceptions of the 

orchestra” (Orovio, “Rumba” 17). 

These were new fusions.  Whereas Formell and Revé had worked with fusions involving 

variations of son with rock and reggae, Alvarez put the treatment of a salsero to the 

traditional son.  Since Salsa was a phenomenon which already incorporated Cuban 

musics such as the guaracha, not to mention son itself, the music of Adalberto Alvarez 

might be viewed as a more wholly Cuban product (Orovio, June 28).  Notwithstanding, 

the songs of Adalberto Alvarez presented son treated with some of the stylistic 

innovations of New York Salsa. 

 To summarize, three distinct Cuban groups created the basis for the birth and 

boom of timba: Van Van with its innovations in songo and the bass playing of Juan 

Formell; Irakere with jazz, virtuoso playing, incorporation of Afrocuban instruments and 

rhythms, and the front horn line format;  and Adalberto Alvarez with his renovation and 

mixing of Cuban son with Neuyorican Salsa.8 

Helio Orovio on rumba        

 After Adalberto’s initial success around 1979-81, many musicians began to look 

                                                           
7 I capitalize “Salsa” here to differentiate the New York/Puerto Rican phenomenon of the 60s, 70s, and 80s 
from Cuban dance music which in recent years is often described as “salsa.”  For more on N.Y. , P.R. Salsa 
see works by Peter Manuel, such as Caribbean Currents (Temple Univ. Press, 1995).  Other sources include 
Salsiology by Vernon Boggs (Greenwood Press, 1992).  For a history of the Cuban use of the term “salsa” 
see Robin Moore, “Revolución con Pachanga?: Dance Music in Socialist Cuba,” unpublished Ms; to 
appear in the Canadian Journal of Latin American Studies Vol. 26, No. 52, (December 2001).  
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away from son as a source of inspiration.  And some, such as Irakere, began to look 

instead to the Afrocuban rumba.  It is in these years that Irakere begins to work with a 

more danceable music and produces such famous numbers as “Bacalao con Pan”  

(Orovio, June 28).  There is a tremendous influence from rumba in timba and this is 

partly what sets timba apart—these influences are present in the underlying rhythms, the 

use of the rumba clave, guaguancó percussion patterns, and spoken expressions such as 

“Dále cuero!” (“give it leather!” referring to playing the drum heads).  Helio Orovio says 

he knew in the 1980s that the next important factor in Cuban music would be from the 

rumba: 

Cuban music has always been a succession of mixes; to mix one genre with others, always.  And I 

knew that the trend was not in son, nor guaracha, danzón, bolero or habanera.  The manner came 

from the rumba, that which was in the doorways being played.  And that is timba: the entrance of 

the rumba in the inquietude of the young Cuban musicians in the 1980s.  (June 28) 

Orovio also noted the fact that the term “timba” was something that rumberos applied to 

rumba and so it is most appropriate that it be applied to a new music marked by the 

incorporation of rumba (see Chapter 2, discussing the uses of the term “timba”). 

The birth of timba: NG La Banda       

 In 1988, José Luis Cortés, a member of Irakere at the time, separated from Irakere 

along with several other members to form their own group.  Cortés, or “El Tosco,” as he 

is known, had also played with Los Van Van for a time before his stint with Irakere. 9 

After his separation from Irakere, Cortés and the other musicians had a couple tentative 

                                                                                                                                                                             
8 “Neuyorican” refers to Puerto Rico/New York.  The notion of these three Cuban bands being the principle 
antecedents of timba is shared by many.  For instance, it is also asserted in Leonardo Acosta’s article, “La 
timba y sus antecedentes en la música bailable.” 
9 José Luis Cortés was apparently given the nickname “El Tosco” while he was still at the national music 
school, La E.N.A.  The nickname can be translated as “the rough/course one.”  Cortés tends to play up his 
fulfillment of this nickname in his stage manner.   
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starts, but finally on April 4 of 1988, NG La Banda was founded.  NG is for “Nueva 

Generación,” the music of a new generation in Cuba. 

 José Luis Cortés had played flute with Irakere and also wrote and arranged some 

songs.  One of these Irakere songs both written and arranged by Cortés, “Rucu Rucu a 

Santa Clara,” is particularly significant to pre-timba history. [audio tk. 1]  To begin, this 

song is definitely dance music; in fact, it is hard to listen to and remain sitting still.  In 

addition, the song has horn-section figures with the bass doubling the same line; and 

sections where the bass drops out.  The song’s form consists of a verse-chorus section, 

with the bass following the chords, and then a freer section based on the catchy piano 

tumbao.  Meanwhile the horn kicks in this section are of two trumpets and two saxes.  All 

of these traits of this Irakere song of 1986 will appear in timba of the 1990s. 

 Helio Orovio believes the foundations of timba are clearly in this early Irakere 

song composed by José Luis Cortés.  Orovio noted that, “There already, in the rhythm, in 

the rhythmic base is, for me, la timba, the fundamental of la timba” (June 28).  But timba 

is clearly different.  In fact, in an interview with Cortés I asked whether he would agree 

with Orovio’s claim that “Rucu Rucu” is, in essence, timba.  Cortés said he did not agree 

and thought Orovio was slightly mad to say such a thing! (personal interview July 1, 

2001).  As just one example of how “Rucu Rucu” is not timba, El Tosco (Cortés) pointed 

out how the piano tumbao of this Irakere song has no resemblance to the tumbao of “La 

protesta de los chivos” [audio tk. 2] or any other of NG’s signature timba songs.10  

 The signature traits of NG La Banda’s sound and attitude would come to be 

known as timba.  Some of these musical traits include: intense and intricate horn 
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passages, elaborate and precise arrangements, the use of a rock drum-set, rapped passages 

of text, a highly subdivided and syncopated piano tumbao, much use of call and response 

(soloist and chorus), and the incorporation of rhythms derived from Afrocuban rumba 

and Afrocuban religious ceremonies.  NG’s horn section is so precise and of such a high 

quality, that they have become famous as their own section.  “Los metales del terror!” 

(“the terror horns!”) is what Cortés shouts to them in the middle of one of their breath-

taking runs.  Kevin Moore suggests that Cortés purposefully left trombones out of NG’s 

horn section in order to achieve greater speed and precision (“NG La Banda Personnel”).  

THE DEVELOPMENT OF TIMBA  

All the elements of timba existed before the creation of NG La Banda (this is, 

after all, a music of fusion).   But NG was the first group to put them together in a way to 

create a new sound, a sound that would become the urban Cuban expression of the 

Special Period as well as an expression of lo afrocubano and the revitalized importance 

of the Havana neighborhood.  NG La Banda was the first band to consistently and 

systematically play music with the traits that would come to be called timba. 

Charanga Habanera         

 It was not long after the huge early success of NG that several other important 

dance bands came into being.  Charanga Habanera, a band that would become one of the 

most popular and most important timba groups, was first given a new face in 1992.  

Originally, Charanga Habanera had been formed by its leader, David Calzado, to fulfill a 

long-term gig in Monaco—playing traditional Cuban music from the 40s, and 50s.  The 

group had a charanga format, incorporating violins into classic son and chachacha 

                                                                                                                                                                             
10 Although the tumbao of “Rucu Rucu” is clearly different from those in NG songs, it is significant that 
this piano line acts as the “hook” for the song—the catchy line by which the song is remembered—because 
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orchestrations, all for a Monaco audience.  It is interesting to note that in Monaco, 

Calzado and his group shared the stage with greats including Stevie Wonder, Barry 

White, Sammy Davis Jr., Tina Turner, and Ray Charles (Moore and Valladares).  One 

can only speculate about the influence these American performers may have had for both 

Charanga Habanera’s musical development as well as their slick stage presentation 

(described in the previous chapter). 

 While Charanga Habanera may have been a hit with Monaco audiences, 

leader/founder David Calzado explains, “But in Cuba, no one knew who we were, and 

this music was not played or performed there.”  And so Calzado decided to give the band 

a contemporary face and within six months they had their first big hit, “Fiebre de Amor” 

better known as “Me Sube la Fiebre” (Moore and Valladares). 

From their initial hit, and the album of the same name, “Me Sube la Fiebre,” 

Charanga Habanera developed a sound which can be seen as the culmination of the 

different sonic traits which are associated with timba.  The music on Charanga’s 

subsequent albums is extremely aggressive.  Their rhythm section is a complex, intricate 

machine, precisely filling much of the sonic space.  The piano figures (tumbao) are self-

contained, syncopated, and generally have a certain manic-nature to them—unlike the 

syncopated yet more laid-back classic son piano lines which, in general, utilize longer 

note values.  (Notation example 1 provides a comparison of a present-day Cuban 

“montuno pattern” [tumbao] with that of a non-Cuban group).  The bass is melodic and 

clearly influenced by reggae and funk.  Their horn lines are intricate and while 

characteristic of Charanga Habanera, in essence can be seen as coming from Irakere and 

NG La Banda.   

                                                                                                                                                                             
this is also the case for many timba songs (but not common place in the history of Cuban dance music). 
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Notation ex. 1
11
 

 

Charanga also established vocal patterns, particularly rapping lyrics in a 

characteristic pattern of rhythm and inflections, which were picked up by many other 

timba groups.  One such example of these vocal stylings can be heard in the first 30 

seconds of “El Temba.” [audio tk. 9]  (For an example of how Charanga’s vocal stylings 

influenced other groups, compare “El Temba” to Manolito Simonet’s “Todavia No” at 

4:47” [audio tk. 10]). 

Paulito F.G.          

 Other significant timba groups include “Paulito” F.G. y Su Elite.  Paulo 

Fernández Gallo has been characterized by the Cuban music scholar Leonardo Acosta as 

“the Elvis of timba” and the comparison is not far off (“La timba y sus 

antecedentes”11).12  Paulito’s lyrics tend to reference romantic love as opposed to current 

events.  Women swoon at seeing his cute, boyish face.  Judging by the way Paulito 

                                                           
11 Notation example and caption provided by Robin Moore, “Revolucion con Pachanga? Dance Music in 
Socialist Cuba,” unpublished Ms. 
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dresses, carries himself, and relates to the crowd at a concert, it is clear that he is aware of 

the effect he has on young women especially.  At one concert of his which I attended at 

La Tropical in November of 2000, the place was filled to capacity; it was perhaps the 

most full I have seen La Tropical.  When Paulito came on stage there were many screams 

of delight and the two young women next to me were pushing everyone in their way, 

including each other, in order to get a better look at him.  “Míralo!”  (“Look at him!”) one 

exclaimed to the other.  Paulito, for his part, was doing practiced dance moves and 

intricate vocal improvisations while occasionally gyrating his pelvis front to back 

(something like a male version of the tembleque). 

 While Paulito F.G. represents a certain Elvis image within the popular Cuban 

dance bands, this fact does not compromise the way he and his group perform timba.  A 

great example of the evolution of Cuban music in the 1990s is Paulito’s biggest hit “De 

La Habana.” [audio tk. 4]  The studio recording begins with a hand-clapped rumba clave 

and a brief quote of Afrocuban guaguancó, thereby stating up front the sonic presence of 

lo afrocubano.  The bass in this song is particularly interesting to pay attention to.  

Beginning at 0:35” the bass line has more relation to the vocal melody and the horn kicks 

than to the piano tumbao.  The bass here really does “sing,” sometimes right along with 

Paulito and other times in almost a counter point melody.  Of course, the bass still helps 

to establish the harmonic framework of the song, but this is one more great example of 

the way timba bass contrasts with the bass of son and non-Cuban salsa.  

 While most of Paulito’s lyrics do not speak of current events (as some timba 

lyrics do) there is a significant exception in his earliest hit, “El Rap de la Bicicleta,” 

                                                                                                                                                                             
12 “Paulito Fernández (y su Elite), joven cantante muy popular entre las muchachas a quien algunos 
consideran como una especie de Elvis de la timba.”  
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recorded with Paulito’s group at the time, Opus 13.  This song came out in 1992, at a 

time when Cuba was importing thousands of bicycles in a national effort to deal with the 

tragic state of the economy and the severe shortages of fuel.  Paulito and Opus 13’s song 

of 1992 is not only encouraging Cubans to ride bicycles but is also making doing so more 

hip, and a part of national pop-culture.13  

El Médico  

 Manolín, El Médico de la Salsa is generally referred to by Cubans as just “El 

Médico.”  Manuel González Hernández (his real name) was a medical student in his final 

year, studying to become a psychiatrist, when he decided to become a singer instead.14   

By the accounts of some Cubans, El Médico has some good songs but he himself 

is not a talented vocalist.15  Some claim his success is solely due to the help of José Luis 

Cortés.  It is clear that El Tosco (Cortés) helped El Médico substantially to get going.  

Cortés is the producer of El Médico’s first album, Una Aventura Loca, and in the liner 

notes of this album, Manolín thanks Cortés as his “teacher and guide since the beginning 

of his artistic career.”  That the father of timba helped another timba musician in his 

initial period is not surprising.  In fact, El Tosco has done the same for several other 

groups, including Bamboleo.  Cortés’s conception of a new sound can be clearly heard in 

El Médico’s first album (as well as his subsequent albums for that matter).  

El Médico was the musician who helped to fix and assure timba as its own 

distinct music (Orovio, June 28).16  Unlike other groups, Manolín really did not perform 

                                                           
13 See Chuy Varela, “Cuban Rapper a Timba Star, Onetime bicycle ‘peddler’ Paulito brings his fresh sound 
to Oakland,” San Francisco Chronicle 4 Feb. 2000.  
14 There are a few different accounts of El Médico’s career before he appeared on the music scene but they 
all have him practicing or studying medicine in some capacity. 
15 For example, this is the opinion of Ana Luisa Castillo (Personal interview, June 30 2001). 
16 Of course, José Luis Cortés is perhaps the single most important figure in the development of timba.  
However, El Médico was at the heart of the craze that took on the name, “timba.”  Helio Orovio: “viene 
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other styles (with the exception of the occasional romantic ballad).  And it was at the 

height of his career that the term “timba” began to be used in popular references; the 

word spread like wildfire.  El Médico took timba to a new level but in a different way 

from the developments of Charanga Habanera.  For instance, he utilized and also created 

dichos populares (“popular sayings”) like no one else has.  I say utilized and created 

because timba has the tendency to take pop sayings from the street and, at the same time, 

timba lyrics often enter the language of the street and become popular sayings 

themselves. 

Most of El Médico’s songs have multiple estribillos (refrains).  In each, El 

Médico says something and the chorus picks it up and turns it into a catchy hook that is 

easy to sing along to.  And just when you are saturated with that refrain, Manolín will 

make another statement and a new estribillo, equally as catchy, will begin.  El Médico 

also helped to further change the role of the piano in Cuban dance music in that several of 

his songs have a piano line which is the “hook.”17 

Above all the other associations El Medico’s songs have with timba, it is the 

attitude, the aesthetic of timba which is perhaps best expressed in his songs.  In at least 

two instances lyrics and attitudes from El Médico’s songs represent broad Cuban 

sentiment of the Special Period.   The first example is present in the hit “Somos lo que 

hay” which was referenced in the preface.  Another example is from one of the biggest 

hits in the history of timba, “Arriba de la Bola” (“On Top of the Ball”) or simply “La 

Bola.” [audio tk. 5]  Manolín incorporated an antiquated Cuban expression meaning to 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Manolín Gonzalez, El Médico, que para mi es el que le dió el gran salto de calidad y fijó un estilo nuevo 
que hay que decir: antes y despues de eso a la timba…Manolín Gonzalez, El Medico de la Salsa.”   
17 As previously noted, the Irakere song from the 1980s, “Rucu Rucu a Santa Clara” pre-dates what this 
paper considers timba but anticipates the characteristic of having a memorable and catchy piano line. 
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be on top of the situation or “on the ball” and after the release of the song everyone was 

once again using an expression which had fallen out of popular use.18  This song also is 

about a perceived Cuban edge—about confidence and a certain aggressiveness.  This is 

particularly apparent in one chorus which states: “Y ahora soy el rey, si te gusta bien y si 

no tambien” (“And now I am the king, if you like it, fine, and if not, also”).  This song 

talks of a man who has left his girlfriend, while El Médico was on top of the ball and 

moved in to fill the role of lover.  However the sentiment expressed in this chorus, “y 

ahora soy el rey…” came to mean many things for the Cuban people during the Special 

Period.  Helio Orovio explained to me that this chorus came to reflect a characteristically 

Afrocuban attitude towards life, la guapería.  Because there was a surge in the number of 

initiates in Santeria and the other Afrocuban religions during the Special Period, this 

attitude abounded.  Orovio put it this way: 

How do I explain what is la guapería?  Guapería is like the display…the thing that the popular 

Cuban has: ‘I am the best,’  ‘I am cooler than anyone.’  It’s an attitude; this is la guapería.  [sings] 

“Ahora soy el rey si te gusta bien y si no tambien…te fuiste y si te fuiste perdiste, yo no, yo me 

quede.” (“…you left, and if you left you lost, not me, I stayed”).  (June 28) 

“Arriba de la Bola” also came to be about how one needed to be on top of the ball in the 

complexity of everyday life during the Special Period.  

 

Los Van Van          

 A second section is needed on Los Van Van (LVV).  The group’s sound and 

musical innovations (songo) were a fundamental influence in the birth of timba in the late 

80s-early90s.  Always innovative, in the latter half of the 90s Juan Formell and Van Van 

                                                           
18 By “on the ball” I mean up to date, aware, and ready to take advantage of any opportunity in the 
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began to incorporate tendencies of timba into their own signature sound.  Beginning in 

1995 LVV has produced three albums which draw heavily on the musical characteristics 

of the new 90s sound.19  In addition, their live album of 1994 was an important precursor 

and very much embodies the temperament and spirit of timba.  This album, Lo Último En 

Vivo, was recorded live at La Tropical, a nod to the importance of the venue.  The CD 

insert is written in the format and layout of a newspaper, reporting the current events of 

the time.  The pictures are all of LVV performing live at La Tropical in front of a mostly 

black audience.  One song, “Un Socio Pa Mi Negocio” (“An associate for my business”) 

anticipated the deluge of later songs which would talk of the excesses of tourism and 

newly-appeared capitalism.  

                                                                                                                                                                             
everyday that might arise. 
19 The three albums are Ay Dios Amparame, Esto Te Pone La Cabeza Mala, and Llego Van Van. 
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Image 2.  CD insert to the LVV album Lo Último En Vivo, Qbadisc, 1994.  

  

The LVV song, “Esto Te Pone la Cabeza Mala” (“It makes your head spin”) from 

their 1997 album is a song that is considered a “timba anthem” by some (K. Moore, “Los 

Van Van, The Music”).20  It is hard and fast—“aggressive,” as many would say—and full 

of energy. [audio tk. 6] The key phrase became widely popular in everyday speech; to 

determine whether it came from speech originally or was made up by LVV, one would 

have to ask Juan Formell.  The lyrics speak not only to the African roots of lo 

afrocubano, but also to the fusion-nature of the music being played:    
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Vengo de Nigeria, de Yoruba, Yará, Carabalí 

Y llegué del Congo, son mi tierra 

Mozambique, Angola soy de allí 

 

Esa música tiene la voz y conocimientos de los 

africanos 

La que mezclamos con la española la francesa y la 

portuguesa 

La que fundimos bien con la inglesa 

Por eso decimos que es una sola 

 

Timba con rumba y rock 

Mambo con conga y pop 

Salsa con mozambique  

Y clave de guaguancó      

 

Cumbia con jazz con swing  

Songo con samba y beat 

Merengue con bomba y son 

Y clave de guaguancó 
  

 

I come from Nigeria, from Yoruba, Yará, Carabalí 
I arrived from the Congo, these are my land 
Mozambique, Angola, I am from there 
 
This music has the voice and knowledge of the 
Africans 
Which we mix with the Spanish, the French, and 
the Portuguese 
Which we fuse well with the English  
For this reason we call it just one 
 
Timba with rumba and rock 
Mambo with conga and pop 
Salsa with mozambique 
And the guaguancó clave 
 
Cumbia with jazz with swing 
Songo with samba and beat 
Merengue with bomba and son 
And the guaguancó clave 

 
In efforts to explain timba to someone who is not familiar with it, these last two 

verses (“Mambo con conga y pop…”) are often quoted to illustrate all the fusion 

elements present in Cuban popular music of the 1990s.  It is significant that the anchoring 

line in these stanzas is about the guaguancó clave (rumba clave).  This clave is one of 

two, distinct from the clave de son.  The son clave is essentially simpler because three of 

the hits are equally spaced (see notation in glossary).  The son clave is the most common 

clave in salsa music outside of Cuba (especially from Puerto Rico and New York).  By 

contrast, Cuban popular music in general since 1990 has tended to use the rumba clave 

much more.21  Kevin Moore of Timba.com sees it as something of a game many timba 

songs play in their beginning: they weave the tumbao and percussion around the rumba 

clave in such a way that it makes it a bit difficult to find “one”—the first beat of a 

measure (personal communication, January 2000).  The emphasis on the rumba clave 

                                                                                                                                                                             
20 Called “the definitive timba anthem.”  “Los Van Van, The Music” Timba.com 17 Nov. 2001 
<http://www.timba.com/artists/losvanvan/music.asp> 
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along with the emphasis that is placed on the words “clave de guaguancó” in the LVV 

song are both a testament to the importance of Afrocuban rumba in Cuban popular music 

of the 1990s and to the connectedness of timba to lo afrocubano. 

MUSICAL DESCRIPTION 

I will not try to summarize all of the musical traits which tend to characterize 

timba (many are described in the history above).  Rather, here I will attempt to highlight 

some of the fusion elements of timba as well as present a description from Timba.com of 

one portion of the NG La Banda song “Santa Palabra.” 

Timba is a music of fusion—a fusion of elements from jazz, Salsa, son, rap, funk 

and reggae, as well as the Afrocuban genres of rumba, conga, Santería, Palo Monte, and 

Abakuá.   

From jazz and funk come the horn lines.  New York Salsa is also an influence but 

because Salsa is also a music of fusion, it is difficult to say exactly what this influence is. 

Salsa horns as well as the rhythm sections of Salsa bands from the 70s and 80s are clearly 

reflected in timba.  Funk and reggae influences are in both the bass and percussion of 

timba—in the presence of a rock drum-set and in the rhythms of the bass and percussion 

parts. 

The changes in the role of the bass in timba tend to be especially prominent (the 

bass is the backbone of any ensemble).  The bass of Salsa and son is stable and repetitive, 

essentially playing a constant, moderately syncopated rhythm through the chord changes 

of the song.  However, in timba, “the bass practically sings” (Orovio, June 28).  The bass 

has its own mini-figures which it plays underneath, and in response to, the rest of the 

song.  Also timba bass contains a series of effects, especially tapping on the strings with 

                                                                                                                                                                             
21 For an extensive discussion of the clave see Kevin Moore, “The Four Great Clave Debates.” 
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the right hand and sliding up and down the neck with the left (typically in the bomba 

section of a song).  The bass supports the horns in timba, sometimes playing extra funky 

or syncopated lines in rhythmic counterpoint to the horns, and sometimes, especially in 

the case of NG La Banda, doubling the horn lines in the bass octave.  This latter 

technique gives a new punch, power, and breadth to the already intricate horn lines.   

 In the process of doing research in Cuba I wanted to pin down some of the details 

regarding the influence of funk in timba.  To this end, I spoke with Polly Hope, a BBC 

radio journalist who had just interviewed close to 50 musicians and producers of 

contemporary Cuban music.  Specifically, I asked Hope if any of the musicians had 

mentioned the American funk band, Earth, Wind, & Fire.  She responded 

enthusiastically,  “It’s a cult I tell you!  Every musician I asked, if they worked in timba, 

when I asked them about their influences, the first thing they said was Earth, Wind, and 

Fire.” 

 There is a great range of sounds within timba.  Many different songs might be 

chosen to exemplify the genre (the songs presented in this paper and on the 

accompanying CD do).  But one of the pages of Timba.com relating to NG La Banda 

provides a particularly relevant example and description:22 [audio tk. 7—begins at 4:20”] 

If one were trying to pick an example to demonstrate what “Timba” is, the second half of “Santa 

Palabra” would be a good choice.  It starts at 5:16 with a piano breakdown, accompanied by a 

funky hi-hat pattern and an early example of what is now a very common timba kick drum pattern 

(2, 2+, 4, 4+) while Calá (the lead singer) calls out the words to the coro (“chorus”) in advance, 

another device that Manolín and others would use later.  “Despójate, quítate lo malo, Échalo pa’ 

trás, limpiate mi hermano” (“Free/cleanse yourself, get rid of the bad, Cast it behind you, cleanse 

yourself my brother”).23  Then we get another early example of an important Timba arranging 

device: As the piano continues, the bass comes in with a powerful and dramatic melodic line, 

                                                           
22 This description is much more effective if the track in question is listened to while reading. 
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doubled by the synthesizer.  Finally the coro enters.  In concert this is accompanied by hand 

movements that everyone in Cuba knows.  To put it all together, we have the first phrase of the 

bass and synth, and just as it ends, the first phrase of the coro enters….The parts leapfrog each 

other in perfect counterpoint and the masterful arrangement spotlights each one and each 

combination….This is the magic of Timba – the many elements of the groove are isolated and 

combined in every possible combination.  When they all go into high gear together, it should clash 

and sound too busy, but it doesn’t.  (“NG La Banda: 1993-1996”) 

 

The article goes on to reference an interview with a former NG La Banda drummer, 

Jimmy Branly.  Branly recently emigrated to Los Angeles and talks about the layering 

and combination of sound in timba: 

In Cuba everyone is playing on top of everyone.  But the thing is it sounds good.  Because for 

what you’re playing you need what the other guy is playing to make it work.  What you’re doing 

doesn’t work by itself.  You need the other guy overplaying on top of you at the same time.  In 

that way it sounds like one instrument.  That’s the concept behind the new Timba, the new Latin 

style, the new fusion.  (“Jimmy Branly”) 

The sonic space is often densely packed in timba but it generally does not sound “too 

busy” thanks to the arrangements.

                                                                                                                                                                             
23 The verb “despojarse” in this case likely refers to the Afrocuban practice of cleansing oneself by eating 
various herbs. 
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Part II. CHAPTER 4:  Timba as an Expression of the Special Period 

 

 Timba is an expression of the Special Period.  For the purposes of this paper, the 

Special Period can be considered to be anytime after the collapse of the Eastern European 

Socialist Bloc and the subsequent collapse of the Cuban economy, until the present.  That 

is, about 1989-1990 until about 1999-present.1 

 The musical changes which make timba something new and unique came about at 

the same time as the Special Period (see musical history section).  NG La Banda was 

founded in 1988, and released their ground breaking albums En La Calle and No Se 

Puede Tapar El Sol in 1990, the same year as the announced beginning of the Special 

Period and when the Cuban economy was in a  severe downward spiral.  Then, as the 

1990s went on and Cuba began to turn more and more to tourism as a means to bolster 

the flailing economy, timba lyrics increasingly addressed the excesses of tourism and the 

economic disparity between the Cuban people and foreign tourists. 

El Tosco on songs of NG La Banda which reflect the Special Period 

 In my interview with José Luis Cortés (“El Tosco”), he asserted that timba, and 

specifically the compositions of NG La Banda, reflect life in Cuba during the Special 

Period in important ways: 

P.N.   What relation does timba have to the Special Period? 

J.L.C. Everything.  It is the music of the Special Period.  This difficulty in things, economic 

difficulty—these entered into the literature of timba….  For example, in the case of NG La Banda, 

we made songs like “El Sol Te Da,” “Picadillo de Soya,” “El Jinetero,” “La Bruja.”...  This type of 

                                                           
1 The beginning of the “Periodo Especial” was announced by Fidel Castro in a speech of August 1990.  As 
far as I am aware, there has never been any public declaration of the Special Period having ended.  This has 
resulted in some ambiguity in the use of the term.  For some it is only 1990-95, for others it is more or less 
all of the time since the collapse of the Soviet Bloc.  This paper uses the later interpretation. 



  42   

song, their literature is the best reflection of the situation which is happening in Cuba in this 

moment.”2  (personal interview, 1 July 2001)    
 

All of the songs Cortés referenced are NG compositions which speak to the difficulties of 

life in Cuba in the 1990s.  “El sol te da” (“the sun gives to you”) is actually the chorus of 

the song which was released as “No Se Puede Tapar El Sol” (“You Cannot Cover the 

Sun”).  This song is about the resilience of the Cuban people and the sun may be a 

metaphor for Cuba.3  Of the other songs Cortés referenced, “La Bruja” is a well known 

NG hit.  Released on the album of the same name, “La Bruja” has been the subject of 

much controversy in Cuba because of its lyrics.  The song talks of a woman who thinks 

she is the best because she rides in a tourist taxi through Havana.  The song was 

controversial because it was perceived by some to be giving a negative characterization 

to all Cuban women, or to be referencing Cuban women who prostitute themselves to 

foreign tourists.4  More importantly, “La Bruja” is clearly reflecting a poignant aspect of 

the Special Period: Cuban women do make connections with foreign men to the 

frustration of Cuban men. 

Picadillo de Soya 

 NG La Banda’s “Picadillo de Soya” also released on the 1994 album, La Bruja, is 

a sarcastic reflection of one aspect of the Special Period in a timba song.  The basic social 

context is as follows: The coming of the Special Period meant severe shortages in Cuba 

in everything from gasoline and spare parts to food and clothing.  There was an absence 

                                                           
2 “El Sol Te Da” is an alternate title for “No Se Puede Tapar El Sol” released on the album of the same 
name. 
3 I asked Cortés if this song is about the spirit of the Cuban people.  He responded “Sí, eso es,” (“yes, that’s 
it”). 
4 Particular members of the Federación de Mujeres Cubanas (Federation of Cuban Women) took issue with 
the song (Pedro de la Hoz, personal interview June 29, 2001).  “La Bruja” is frequently understood to be 
about a Cuban female prostitute, for example, the liner notes to The Best of NG La Banda proclaim this in 
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of meat in most Cubans’ diet.  To compensate for this, and to keep up the average caloric 

intake for Cuba, the government began distributing picadillo de soya  (“soy 

hamburger”).5  This soy based meat-substitute was mixed with animal blood and entrails 

in an effort to make it taste more like meat (R. Moore, 2001).  But the truth of the matter 

is that picadillo de soya tastes terrible and every Cuban knows it, yet many ate it out of 

necessity.  The song, “Picadillo de Soya,” was José Luis Cortés and NG La Banda’s 

commentary on soy hamburger.  They did not just come out and say the stuff is bad; 

everyone already knew that, and it is unclear if such an overt statement would have been 

permitted at the time.  Instead, the song sarcastically sings the praises of soy hamburger, 

but there is no doubt regarding the true meaning of the song.  El Tosco raps over several 

sections of the song:6 [audio tk. 8] 

3:00” 
Señoras y señores, lo que les estoy contando es una 
cosa sabrosa.  El picadillo de soya tiene 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 
6 7, 8, 9, 10, 10 puntos sobre la alimentación 
mundial.  En China comen la soya, en Bélgica, en 
Suiza, en Holanda en Japón comen soya, la 
MacDonald e’ de la soya también…   
     Porque la soya es un alimento que tiene a todo el 
mundo en talla.  Las mujeres están sabrosas, unas 
cinturas terribles, unas piernas que se caen.  Yo no 
sé lo que pasa pero, caballeros, la soya está en ta-, ta, 
ta-ta, ta-ta, talla, talla, talla, talla, tremenda talla e’ lo 
que tiene la soya, ¡uh!.  ¡Vale Peruchín!…¿Oyó?   
 
¡Prepárense a comer!   

3:00” 
Ladies and gentlemen, what I’m telling you is 
great news.  Soy hamburger has 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 7, 
8, 9, 10 advantages over most global diets.  In 
China they eat it, in Belgium, in Switzerland, in 
Holland, in Japan they eat soy, the Cuban fast 
food hamburger is made of soy too…    
      Because soy is a food that is gets the whole 
world in shape.  Women look wonderful, lovely 
waists, legs that make you fall over.  I don’t 
know what’s going on, but, man, soy is for good 
sha-, sha-, sha-sha, sha-sha, shape, shape, shape, 
shape, great shape is what soy gives you.   OK, 
Peruchín, hear me?   
 Get ready to eat! 

 

                                                                                                                                                                             
the following manner: “For the first time in Cuba a group called attention to the rising rate of sex tourism in 
Cuba.” 
5 “Picadillo” refers to a typical Cuban meat dish in which ground meat is mixed with onions, garlic, and 
other spices or ingredients.  The soy patties were not distributed as picadillo, but rather this is the dish one 
would make using the soy-based meat substitute. 
6 Transcription from Robin Moore, “Revolución con Pachanga? Dance Music in Socialist Cuba,” 
unpublished Ms. 
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Musically, the song has been called “one of the greatest tracks in all of timba” (K. Moore, 

“NG LA Banda II”).7   But it is the subject matter of the lyrics which are important to the 

current discussion.  In order to further explicate the resonance of this song in Cuba during 

the Special Period, I include here a section of my interview with Carlos Garcia, a 22 year 

old student in his fourth year at the University of Havana:  

C.G.   Someone needs to write a philosophic poem, an epic poem about picadillo de 
soya.  Let’s see if you understand: Picadillo de soya is fine for a salsa song, but together 
with this song, I believe, someone should write an epic poem.  An epic poem in which the 
main character is in front of his family one night eating picadillo de soya.  This is epic! 
 

P.N. Why?  Why do you think it’s so important? 
 

C.G. Are you serious? 
 

P.N.  Yes. 
 

C.G. Patrick, you can’t understand it.  You cannot comprehend.  As much as you force 
yourself, you will not understand…which is, well, normal. ….  
 

P.N. I agree.  Nevertheless, explain to me as best you can. 
 

C.G. OK, the problem is that a father of a family sits himself down at the table and 
sees his children and his wife eating picadillo de soya—as bad as it is—and that he 
cannot go out to look for something else, because his morale does not let him, because he 
lived and grew up in a country where, absolutely all the time they told him that it was a 
country of, in short, a good country….  And that he cannot eat, but that he has to make 
himself eat it.  He has to make himself swallow it.  And what more, be happy.  This is an 
epic poem, it is a battle.  Understand?  It is an internal battle. 
(personal interview June 27, 2001) 

 

Carlos’s point about how I cannot really understand is well taken.  Regardless of how 

familiar I am with contemporary Cuban culture and street life, a song such as this will not 

have the same resonance for me because I am not Cuban; I have never tasted picadillo de 

soya and certainly never had to eat it out of necessity.  Yet for those who have, such as 

Carlos, the song clearly holds meaning on a personal level.  Some of the rapped and sung 

                                                           
7 For a write up of some of the musical aspects of “Picadillo de Soya,” see “NG LA Banda II. 1993-1996 - 
The Middle  Period” Timba.com <http://www.timba.com/artists/nglabanda/index.asp?Page=music2.htm>. 
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lyrics include descriptions of different ways in which Cubans would prepare picadillo de 

soya--generally with spices and aji (chili pepper) to cover the flavor.  One particularly 

poignant line addresses the social image connected with soy hamburger: [6:21”] “Y si 

viene visita, tapa la olla” (“And if a visitor comes, put a lid on the pot”).  Above all, the 

song is an example of a lyrical and musical expression regarding one unique aspect of the 

Special Period; expression with an edge, that is, timba.   

Tourism, excess, capitalism  

 Many timba songs by other groups, such as Charanga Habanera, address the 

excesses of tourism in Cuba in the 1990s.  These songs give a particularly Cuban view of 

tourism and its accompanying social effects.  Charanga Habanera’s album Pa’ que se 

entere La Habana (“What Havana pays attention to”), recorded in 1995, contains several 

such songs.  Just the album’s cover is a bold statement about the “dollarization” of the 

Cuban economy driven by the tourist industry: it consists of an altered image of a US 

$100 dollar bill.8 

                                                           
8 Possession of dollars by Cubans was legalized in Cuba in 1993. 



  46   

 

Image 3.  CD cover of  Pa’ que se entere La Habana (Magic Music, 1996).  

 

One song on this album, “Super-Turística,” talks of a Cuban woman who will only go out 

with men who can take her to tourist venues charging high prices in dollars.  For this 

reason she is dubbed “super-turística.”  Another song on the same album is “El Temba” 

and is similar in that it also addresses a Cuban woman with expensive tastes.  In the mini-

glossary of the album’s liner notes, it is explained that “temba” refers to a man between 

40 and 50 years old.  One chorus of the song advises the woman: “Búscate un temba, que 

te mantenga.  Pa’ que goces, pá que tu tengas,” (“Find yourself a temba who will 

maintain you.  So that you enjoy yourself, so that you have things”).  And then one 

chorus later: “Pa’ que tengas lo que tenías que tener: un papírriquí con güaniquiqui,” 

(“So that you have what you had to have: a papirriqui [=solvent, comfortable man] with  

güaniquiqui [=money]”).  Although the album never states that this papirriqui is a 
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foreign tourist, the term is most often understood as such; a Cuban man with the kind of 

money referenced in the song would be a rare exception. 

 A slightly earlier song (1994) referencing amorous relations between a foreigner 

and a Cuban is El Médico’s “A Pagar Allá” (“To be Paid Over There”).  In the lyrics of 

this song a one-time girlfriend of El Médico has moved abroad with a foreign man and 

her motivation for leaving was money.  The title of the song refers to a collect telephone 

call which El Médico is trying to place from Cuba to an outside country, in order to talk 

to his ex-girlfriend.  One chorus repeats: 

                             Te voy a hacer 

Una llamada telefónica 

                             a pagar allá. 

I’m going to make 
a telephone call 

              to be paid over there. 
 

 The refrain is especially appropriate to Cuba of the 1990s because—aside from the fact 

that romantic circumstances similar to those of the song do occur—so many Cubans have 

family members or friends living in exile.  With international telephone rates in Cuba 

charged at high dollar prices, the only way for a Cuban to make a call to another country 

is “a pagar allá.” 

 In 1993 it became legal for Cubans to possess dollars and a certain number of 

cuenta propistas (entrepreneurs, those who work for their own account) were licensed.  

In truth, a much larger number of cuenta propistas began to sell anything from cigars, to 

food, to crafts on the street—both to Cubans and to tourists.  The boom in the existence 

of private business, something new to Cuba in the 90s, is the subject of Los Van Van’s 

hit of 1994-95, “Un Socio Pa’ Mi Negocio” (“An Associate For My Business”).  This 

song suggests that Cubans may be “selling out,” selling their soul in the new era of 

dollars and capitalism: 
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1:46”  Voy a vender pan con queso en cajitas de cumpleaños 
caramelo, cerveza y tabaco, que no hacen daño. 

Será el único negocio con los precios bien bajitos, 

Pero no te preocupes, yo sé que ganas poquito. 

Yo no soy como esa gente, 

que en cada esquina diario,  

que con cierta indiferencia, 

le vende su alma al diablo. 

I am going to sell bread with cheese in birthday boxes. 
caramels, beer and tobacco that aren’t bad for you. 
It will be the only business with very low prices, 
But don’t worry, I know you earn little. 
I am not like those people, 
who on every corner daily, 
with certain indifference, 
sell their soul to the devil. 
 

For the Cuban musicologist Helio Orovio, the emergence of timba in the 1990s is 

very much linked to the socioeconomic changes in Cuba during this period, including the 

proliferation of capitalism: 

[Timba] is a reflection of the Special Period, of the so-called Special Period….Clearly, 

directly.  Look, in addition to a collapse of the Cuban economy which happened after the 

collapse of the Soviet Bloc; in addition to a fall of the economy, there is something that 

has a lot to do with this cultural expression which is timba.  It’s a phenomenon that, for 

me, transcends the musical.  It transcends the musical, it’s a cultural phenomenon.  What 

is it?  More than the collapse, the change…a change is produced from one economic 

structure to another.  And a type of neocapitalism comes, neocapitalism of the 

state….Tourism appears—a new phenomenon.  An appearance of the investment of 

foreign capital, mixed businesses: half Cuban, half foreign capital.  An increase in the 

sending of money, of dollars from the Cuban community living in the exterior.  An 

increase in the visits to Cuba by foreign musical groups and business men.  An increase 

in the foreign travel of groups, singers, Cuban businessmen.  All of this produces, more 

than a collapse, a change.  One type of Socio-economic structure falls, but another 

emerges that is mixed, that has elements of socialism and elements of capitalism.  This 

necessarily is reflected in popular music, which is something that picks up, as if a direct 

reflection of the environment, the reality of life.  With the coming of  this period of 

dollarization, of tourism, of sex, of hotels, of the beach, of wildness--then this has to have 

another music: stronger, more dynamic, more crazy.  (June 28) 
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The sound of the Special Period 

 Thus far, this chapter has illustrated timba’s connection to the Special Period 

primarily through examples of song texts.  But the 1990s in Cuba are reflected not just in 

the lyrics of songs, but also in the sound.  The sound of timba is all of the things Helio 

Orovio mentioned that a music needed to be to reflect the Special Period: strong, 

dynamic, and a bit crazy.  “Tibi,” a musician from the all-female timba ensemble, Caribe 

Girl, gives a musician’s perspective to this relation—using a now familiar adjective: 

aggressive.  She says: 

La timba began starting in the 1990s, because a musician has much to do with the condition of 

spirit [of society].  And in the 90s, a very aggressive period began here in Cuba.  So it seems to me 

that this is what we the musicians wanted to show, to show the period in which we find ourselves 

in this moment here in Cuba.  (interview by Polly Hope June 14, 2001) 

The “strength” or aggressiveness of the sound of this music has been described in the two 

previous chapters.  In addition, the audio examples on the accompanying CD help to 

illustrate the appropriateness of these adjectives—which, admittedly, are somewhat 

subjective in nature. 

 Orovio’s second characteristic of what a music needed to be for the 1990s is,  

“dynamic.”  A music for the Special Period cannot have a fixed formula because the 

conditions of everyday life during the 90s were also not fixed.  In this way, the broad 

range of sounds included in timba fit with the dynamic nature of the Special Period.  

Irving Acao, a 23 year old saxophonist, currently the youngest member of Irakere, notes 

of timba: 
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It is a very free rhythm, but of course, each song has its structure also….  But the structure can 

vary a lot—it is a greatly variable structure.  It’s however you want to make it…and how you feel 

it also. 

Acao mentions that timba embodies a large amount of freedom for the rhythms.  Timba is 

not like other Cuban and Latin genres which are often primarily defined by the use of 

particular rhythms (such as “cha cha cha”).  Pedro de la Hoz, one of the most prolific 

Cuban contemporary music critics, put it this way: 

Within timba, there is an incredible amount of variation.  It is not a genre like the chachacha, it is 

not a genre like the mambo.  That is to say, there are not patron rhythms, melodies, or harmonies 

more or less similar. 

  

 The third feature Helio Orovio listed was a music “más loca” (“more crazy.”)  

The sound of timba is “crazy” because of its intensity and the extreme layering of 

instruments and orchestrations.  As noted in Timba.com’s description of Santa Palabra 

(see Chapter 3), “This is the magic of timba—the many elements of the groove are 

isolated and combined in every possible combination.”  All this contributes to what, at 

times, is a wild fusion of sound.  Also, the dance of timba, the tembleque, is performed in 

a frenzied manner.  In many ways, the Cuban sound of the 1990s—in its craziness—

reflects the nature of the Special Period.  It is an era with many factors unknown and 

others constantly changing—such as new regulations on the business interactions Cubans 

are permitted with foreigners or an unknown date for when the next state distribution of 

picadillo de soya will take place.
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CHAPTER 5:  The Importance of Los Barrios and El Solar to la música timba 

 

 In addition to being a reflection of many broad aspects of the Special Period (such 

as an increase in tourism), timba is an expression of the neighborhoods of Havana in the 

1990s, and especially of the Afrocuban neighborhoods.  The triumph of the Cuban 

Revolution did away with neighborhoods from an administrative point of view.  From 

1959 on, Havana was divided by official municipality and section titles, not by 

neighborhood.  But in the early and mid 1990s, that all changed  (Orovio, June 28).  With 

the coming of the Special Period, and perhaps because of the greater degree to which 

neighbors had to help one another, and certainly linked to the change in attitude on the 

Havana street—a revival in the importance of the neighborhood took place.  Helio Orovio 

explains: 

The neighborhood is very important in timba.  The neighborhood as culture--not the neighborhood 

as in houses, streets—no, the neighborhood as culture.  Under socialism the neighborhood was 

integrated in administrative divisions that obliterated the neighborhood.    Now there is a 

resurgence of the neighborhood, and people say “I am from Jesus Maria” and “I am from _____.” 

(June 28) 

 But how is the neighborhood, the barrio, important to timba?  The fact that the 

barrios of Havana are important to timba is boldly asserted by NG La Banda’s ground-

breaking albums En La Calle (“In the Street”) and No Se Puede Tapar El Sol (“One 

Cannot Cover the Sun”), recorded December 1989 and November 1990, respectively.1  

Each of these two albums, released in close succession, contains a song specifically 

devoted to the various neighborhoods of Havana.  
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Image 4.  En La Calle CD cover (Caribe Productions, 1992). 

  

“La Expresiva,” released on En La Calle, has as its alternate title “Los Barrios de 

La Habana”2 and it lists the neighborhoods of Havana, providing a catchy refrain for 

each. [audio tk. 11]  The refrains sometimes play off popular conceptions or popular 

history of each neighborhood, or sometimes are just meant to be catchy.  For example the 

refrain for Vedado rhymes with educado because of the conception that Vedado, being 

more suburban and historically home to white upper and middle class families, is where 

those with class and education live.  While the refrain for Cerro: “El Cerro tiene la llave” 

                                                                                                                                                                             
1 After 1992, these two albums only became available on the Qbadisc compilation which combined the two 
under the name En La Calle, Qbadisc 9002.  It is significant that the first two songs on this 1992 
compilation album are “La Expresiva,” and “Los Sitios Entero,” respectively. 
2 For instance, this song is listed under the later title on the 2-CD collection of NG La Banda performing 
live in Italy and Japan, En Cuerpo y Alma, Caribe Productions CD 9489. 
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(“El Cerro has the faucet/key”) refers to the popularly known history that the water 

supply for Havana originally came through the area of Cerro.3 

 “Los Sitios Entero,” released on No Se Puede Tapar El Sol, begins with a 

guaguancó-salsa introduction followed by the soulful chorus:  [audio tk. 12] 

0:36”:   Nací en La Habana.  Soy Habanero. 

   Jesus Maria, Belén, y Los Sitios Entero. 

“I was born in Havana.  I’m habanero,” the chorus proclaims and then lists three 

primarily Afrocuban neighborhoods in the heart of Havana: Jesús María, Belén, and Los 

Sitios.  This song is a statement of the pride and the soul of these neighborhoods.  The 

pride is clear in the statement: ‘I was born there, this is where I’m from.’  The character is 

described in the words sung by Issac Delgado: 

  1:03”: Cuando paso por Los Sitios, yo siento felicidad.  

   Mi gente está guarachando, caballero es la verdad. 

“When I pass through Los Sitios, I feel happy; my people are enjoying themselves.”   

The musical basis for the song is essentially a guaguancó.  There are many sung 

references to Afrocuban rumba and also an affirmation of the blackness of the 

neighborhood: “Los Sitios es un barrio negro” (“Los Sitios is a black neighborhood”).  

As if that wasn’t enough, at 1:51”, the song breaks down into a full-on, traditional, 

Afrocuban guaguancó.  No bass, no piano, no horns—just an Afrocuban percussion 

section and the voice of Issac Delgado performing a rumba dedicated to Los Sitios and 

the importance of the rumba itself in black neighborhoods.  “Los Sitios Entero” affirms 

not only the link between the Afrocuban neighborhood and timba, but also the influence 

of Afrocuban rumba in the music and sentiment of the songs. 

                                                           
3 This history was related to me by Ana Luisa Castillo, a fourth year student at the University of Havana, in 
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 José Luis Cortés, (“El Tosco”) the founder and leader of NG La Banda, is aware 

of the importance of the neighborhood in the music he and other groups create.  In an 

interview in June of this year, he explained to me: “Popular Cuban dance music [i.e. 

timba]4 is not from Vedado, it’s not from Miramar.  It’s from Cayo Hueso, from Coco 

Solo, from Povoloti, from Los Sitios—from the neighborhoods of Havana, from the 

neighborhoods which are known as marginal neighborhoods.”5  I asked Cortés who calls 

these neighborhoods “marginal” and he responded simply: “They are marginal 

neighborhoods.” 

 NG La Banda is not unique in making references to specific neighborhoods in 

their songs.  Paulito F.G.’s biggest hit, “De La Habana,” begins with Paulito listing off 

neighborhoods of Havana.  In live performances many groups will call out for everyone 

in the crowd from a specific neighborhood to put their hands in the air and cheer.  As 

with many other traits characteristic of timba, this technique was reportedly pioneered by 

NG La Banda.6  In one concert which I attended at La Casa de La Cultura in Vedado, 

Havana, NG played a 12:00 minute version of “La Expresiva.”7 [audio tk. 11]  As each 

neighborhood was mentioned, the people in the audience from there would put their 

hands in the air and sing (along with most everyone else) the refrain in the song which 

mentions their neighborhood.  Between refrains Cortés added the chanted words “sigo 

                                                                                                                                                                             
June, 2001. 
4 “La música popular bailable”—because of the controversy surrounding the term “timba,” recently, Cortés 
has chosen to refer to the same music in this manner.  See the Chapter 1, on the meaning and various uses 
of the term. 
5 Vedado and Miramar are both more suburban and traditionally where the more wealthy families of 
Havana have lived and also where all the foreign embassies are located. 
6 Personal communication from Amaury Williams, 2001. 
7 December 17, 2001, this was the closing concert of the week-long Havana Jazz Festival.  The first song 
NG played was an instrumental with intricately arranged jazz horn lines as well as improvised solos by 
some of the musicians.  It was the only instrumental; the rest of the songs were well-known NG signature-
songs.  The audience at this venue was 80-90% Cuban with the remainder comprised of tourists. 
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caminando, sigo caminando” (“I continue walking”), making the song like a walking tour 

of Havana.  The sense of walking through Havana neighborhoods was furthered by the 

walking rhythm and tempo of the chant: 

Notation ex. 2.   

 The above examples help to illustrate the ways in which the spirit of the Cuban 

neighborhood is fundamentally linked to timba.  These songs express something of the 

essential character of the Cuban street.  Helio Orovio, when pressed to explain this 

connection, put it poetically: 

 

Los Sitios es un barrio, eso es la timba.  La timba es barrio.  La timba es la venganza del barrio 

sobre el proyecto institucionalización. 

 

 [“Los Sitios is a neighborhood, that is timba.  Timba is neighborhood.  Timba is the retaliation of 

the neighborhood over the project of institutionalization.”] 

  

 On Issac Delgado’s album of 2000, Malecon, the song “El Solar de la California” 

describes a specific building and its residents in the Centro Habana neighborhood of 

Colón.8   The type of building layout Delgado references is known as a solar and is 

typical of Centro Habana, and therefore: the solar is reflected in timba.  This is just one 

of several references to the solar in timba songs.  Another is in NG La Banda’s “El 

Trágico”:  
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4:19”: Oyé que la rumba comenzó 4:19”: The rumba has begun 

 con sabrosura y tenura,   with flavor and affection, 

 Un bonito guaguancó   A nice guaguancó  

 en el solar de amargura   in the solar of bitterness 

 Leonardo Acosta references “broncas de solar” (fights in the solar) as one of the 

many things associated with timba in his article on timba and its antecedents.9  It is 

easiest to describe the Cuban solar with a diagram:  Image 5. 

  

A solar is usually 4-5 stories high and is an especially common living arrangement in 

Centro Habana and Habana Vieja.  As one might imagine, the residents of a solar do not 

have much privacy.  Everyone can hear everyone else’s arguments, loud conversations, 

or singing.  But the fight in the solar is just one aspect of what Helio Orovio called “the 

neighborhood as culture.”  Families live in the solar.  Brothers and sisters may live next 

                                                                                                                                                                             
8 “El Solar de la California” in typical Issac Delgado style is a bit “softer” and the first part of the song does 
not have the musical traits typical of timba.  However, the montuno section of the song can be considered 
timba musically. 
9 “La timba y sus antecedentes en la música bailable Cubana.”  Salsa Cubana.  Año 2, No. 6, 1998.  In the 
section I reference, Acosta begins by addressing the criticisms of timba for its references to prostitution.  
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to each other, each with their respective family.  Or sometimes when a marriage does 

not work out, the ex-couple still has to live next to each other and tensions run high.  

Many of the residents might work in a similar job, or two or three of the residents might 

be in their first year as initiates in Santeria and have to wear white from head to toe 

whenever they go out on the street.10  Rumbas, held in the patio of a solar are considered 

typical. 

 Both the neighborhood and the solar are embedded in timba.  The culture of the 

barrio is, according to the Cuban musicologist Helio Orovio, what timba is all about.  

José Luis Cortés agrees.  When asked by a Cuban journalist in 1996, what he does to 

write songs which reach the Cuban people, Cortés responded: “The only thing I do is sit 

myself down with the people, I am a fanatic of the street”11 (Acosta Llerna 91-98).

                                                           
10 The expression for being an initiate in Santeria is “hecho de Santo.”  Interestingly, the rule of wearing all 
white in the first year is often considered unnecessary in the immediate neighborhood in which one lives. 
11 Q: “Qué haces para componer los temas que llegan a la gente?”  A: “Lo único que hago es sentarme con 
la gente, soy un fanático de la calle.”  Interview by Oni Acosta Llerna.  
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CHAPTER 6:  Timba As An Expression Of The Afrocuban In The 1990s 

 

 Timba is an expression of lo afrocubano in the 1990s.  The truth of this statement 

can be substantiated through gross observation of two tendencies.  Timba musicians are 

almost all black and the largest audience for their songs is black.  While many Cubans 

listen to timba on recordings and the radio, the audience at a live venue, such as La 

Tropical, is always mostly black.  In addition, as already noted, timba has strong 

connections with the primarily Afrocuban neighborhoods of Havana. 

 At both a lyrical and a musical level, timba is filled with references to Afrocuban 

rumba as well as to Santeria, to Palo Monte, and to Abakuá.1  The previous section 

mentioned the musical breakdown into a traditional Afrocuban guaguancó in “Los Sitios 

Entero” as well as the sung reference to a rumba in a solar in “El Trágico.”  Yet another 

example was referenced in the musical history section, in that the lyrics of El Médico’s 

song, “Arriba de la Bola” embody the distinctly Afrocuban sentiment known as la 

guapería.   

 Musically, the Afrocuban influence in timba is difficult to put a box around, for at 

least two reasons: first, because the degree of incorporation of distinctly Afrocuban 

percussive motifs varies from group to group and from song to song; and secondly, 

because Afrocuban derived rhythms were already in Cuban popular music long before the 

emergence of timba.  But timba takes the incorporation of Afrocuban material to a new 

level.  In son, the Afrocuban element is not so overt as it is in timba.  For example, it 

                                                           
1 The three most significant Afrocuban religions.  Santeria being associated with the Yoruba region of 
present-day Nigeria, Palo Monte with the Bantu-speaking people of Africa, and Abakuá with the Calabar 
region of Africa. 
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would be difficult to find any son composition that breaks down into an unabashed rumba 

in the way that “Los Sitios Entero” does.  Son uses standard percussion patterns on the 

conga drums which are not directly reflective of any contemporary Afrocuban street 

traditions.  By contrast, the following notational example, from NG La Banda’s “Santa 

Palabra,” shows the direct incorporation of Afrocuban sacred rhythms played on the batá, 

here imitated on the timbales and floor tom.2  [audio tk. 7] 

Notation ex. 3. 

 

 For the Cuban musicologist Helio Orovio, the emergence of timba is marked by 

“the entrance of rumba into the inquietude of the young Cuban musicians in the 1980s”  

(interview, June 28).  Orovio’s comments about how El Médico’s song, “Arriba de la 

Bola” reflects the Afrocuban aesthetic/attitude of la guapería, suggest that this attitude 

abounds in timba—because the sentiment conveyed by “Arriba de la Bola,” of being 

better than anyone and knowing it, is certainly not unique to this song.  It is also in many 

                                                           
2 Batá are drums generally considered sacred and are used in Santeria ceremonies (see glossary).  Notation 
example and caption provided by Robin Moore, “Revolucion Con Pachanga? Dance Music in Socialist 
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other songs of El Médico as well as the songs of other groups such as Charanga 

Habanera. When I asked Orovio about la guapería and the reflection of Afrocuban 

religiosity in timba, he responded in the following manner: 

[Timba] is a music very Afrocuban!  It’s like the coronation of the Afrocuban.  Because the son 

was the coronation of the mestizo, the mulato.3  Timba is not mulata, timba is black.  The son is 

mulata: Spanish guitars with African drums—it’s the poetry of Nicolás Guillen, what would be the 

poetry of Langston Hughes in the U.S.—it’s the mulato or the mestizo.  But timba is the black.  

You go to a dance where Charanga Habanera is playing, and you practically don’t see whites… 

white: clown.  The strong black of the black superiority: this is timba. 
 

 As can be seen in the notational example above, the song “Santa Palabra,” by NG 

La Banda, incorporates rhythms typical of an Afrocuban religious ceremony.  This song’s 

lyrics are also about Afrocuban religiosity and run through many of the most important 

orishas (saints/deities of Yoruba origin) of the Santeria religion.  In Santeria, each santo 

(orisha) has particular associations, which include colors, material objects, specific 

rhythms, and roles in which they might help humans.  “Santa Palabra” references these 

associations.  For example, Eleguá, el santo de los caminos (“the saint of the paths 

through life”) is invoked by the lead vocalist, Tony Calá, who sings: “sin este santo todo 

va pa’tras” (“without this saint everything goes backwards”).  “Santa Palabra” is one of 

NG’s most famous songs, in part because it has been recognized as an important 

statement of Afrocuban religiosity in the 1990s—a time when the number of initiates in 

Santeria saw a huge boom.  (This is not to mention the purely musical appeal of the 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Cuba,” unpublished Ms.  
3 “Mestizo” and “mulato” are both terms referring to mixed descent, i.e. of both African and Spanish 
descent. 
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song).  The Ballet Folkórico Nacional de Cuba, now includes in their performances a 

choreographed dance to “Santa Palabra,” the only timba song in their show.4 

 Another example of Afrocuban religion in contemporary Cuban dance music is in 

Adalberto Alvarez’s hit, “Que te quieres que te den?”  which begins with a sung rezo a 

Ochun (“prayer to Ochun”).  This song was a hit in 1995, and is an example of 

Adalberto’s Salsa-influenced sound.  Notwithstanding, distinct timba influences can be 

heard, such as the relation of the horn lines to a sparse, yet heavily rhythmic bass, at 

3:50” and 4:30”.   

“Soy Todo” 

 The composition “Soy Todo” by Los Van Van powerfully demonstrates the 

incorporation of lo afrocubano in timba.  The lyrics of this song are taken from a poem 

by the Afrocuban poet Eloy Machado Perez, better known as El Ambia.5  The poem’s 

text is a testament to Afrocuban spirituality and sentiments.  Los Van Van’s musical 

incorporation of this poem was called the “manifesto” of timba in the Cuban magazine 

Salsa Cubana.6  Similarly, Timba.com called the song one of the “definitive timba 

anthems.”7  It is significant that what has been called the timba manifesto is not 

necessarily the best example of the musical traits associated with the genre.  It is, rather, 

because of the attitude conveyed by “Soy Todo” and the Afrocuban character of the 

                                                           
4 Another song by NG La Banda is about an important orisha in Cuba, Changó; the lyrics of “Papá 
Changó” talk of asking for the benediction and help of Changó and also reference customs and rituals 
associated with this santo.  Released on En Directo Desde El Patio de Mi Casa. 
5“Soy Todo” is Afrocuban poetry by an Afrocuban poet, from a predominantly Afrocuban neighborhood of 
Centro Habana called Cayo Hueso.  In short, this poem embodies several different aspects of lo 
afrocubano. 
6 “La timba tiene su manifesto sonoro, es obra de Eloy Machado, el poeta.  Encosortado con la vida y la 
timba: somos conciencia, arere, orúla, el eco del tambor y la historia de nuestra ciudad.”  Emir García 
Meralla and T. Henry (1998): 21. 
7 Kevin Moore, “Los Van Van,” Timba.com 16 Nov. <http://www.timba.com/artists/losvanvan/index.asp>. 
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1990s which it puts forth, that this song is considered an anthem. Both the song and the 

poem begin with the following  words: 

 

Yo soy el poeta de la rumba, 

soy danzón, el eco del tambor. 

Soy la misión de mi raíz, 

la historia de mi solar. 

Soy la vida que se va. 

Soy los colores del mazo de collares 

para que la raíz no muera, 

soy ají, 

soy picante, 

 

 
I am the poet of the rumba, 
I am danzón, the echo of the drum. 
I am the mission of my origin, 
the history of my solar. 
I am the life that goes away. 
I am the colors of the group of necklaces 
so that the root/origin does not die, 
I am chili pepper, 
I am hot tasting, 

  
The next lines of the poem make reference to several different orishas and their different 

attributes.  It should be noted that the above transcription is of the poem’s text as written 

by El Ambia.8  In the recording by Los Van Van, the vocalist Mayito Rivera makes two 

subtle, yet potentially significant changes: he sings “el eco de mi tambor” (“the echo of 

my drum”) and “para que mi raiz no muera” (“so that my root/origin does not die”).  

Mayito is black and I want to suggest that the way his lyrics claim ownership of a drum 

and of his origin are significant because of this fact.  For anyone who listens to this song, 

this is not just any drum or some abstract concept of origin.  This is an Afrocuban drum 

played in a rumba or a toque de santo (playing of sacred rhythms associated with one 

particular orisha) and the “roots” of lo afrocubano are in the drum and the mass of 

beaded necklaces representing the different orishas.   

The subtle changes in El Ambia’s text are not the only ways in which Los Van 

Van’s “Soy Todo,” differs from the original poem.  Indeed, Mayito’s singing continues 

well beyond the end of the poem. [audio tk. 13]  These additional verses, like the song as 

                                                           
8 As reprinted in “Música y Poesia – El Ambia,” Salsa Cubana 11 (2000): 32.  And as performed by El 
Ambia with Yoruba Anadabo, “Soy Todo,” El Callejón de los Rumberos, pm Records, 1993. 
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a whole, assert the importance and quality of Afrocuban religion.  For example, in one 

stanza, Mayito sings:  

 

3:20” Y tengo un amigo santero 

  y otro que es abakuá. 
Son más hombres, más amigos, 

que muchos que no son nada. 
[spoken]: Y se hacen cantidad. 

 

 
And I have a friend who is santero  
And another who is abakuá.9 
They are more men, more friends, 
Than many who are not anything. 
[spoken]: And they do plenty / a lot. 

 

Most of  the verses which Mayito sings after the poem are directed to the orisha, Orula.  

Orula is the god of divination within the pantheon of orishas, the god to which people 

can communicate directly.  Orula is the giver of guidance and counsel to individuals.  In 

addition, Orula is the orisha which can reveal the future to humans and through which 

humans can have some influence over their destiny.  One communicates with Orula by 

way of one of two oráculos (oracles).  These are the Tablero de Ifá and the ékuele. 10   

Orula is the only orisha in the pantheon with these attributes, the orisha that oversees the 

tablero (“board”) of divination and through which humans can have some idea of the 

future and also influence events to come.  This brief explanation of Orula is necessary in 

order to understand the main theme and chorus of Los Van Van’s “Soy Todo.”  Mayito 

sings: 

 4:27” Porque tu tienes la llave, tu tablero, todos lo saben—por favor, ayúdame. 

 [shouted]: Ayúdame dios mío! 
 [chorus]: Ampárame. [repeated] 
  

Because you have the key, your tablero, everyone knows it—help me please. 
 [shouted]: Help me my god! 
 [chorus]: Protect/help me. [repeated]11 
  

                                                           
9 A santero is simply an intiate in Santeria and abakuá refers to a member of the sociedades abakuá. 
10 For more on Orula and the oraculos, see Natalia Bolívar, Los Orishas en Cuba (Havana: 1994) 227-32. 
11 Orula, and Santeria in general, do also have Christian associations in Cuba and for some listeners the 
repeated chorus of “Oh god, protect me” may not be directed to Orula specifically—a discussion which is 
beyond the scope of this paper. 
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 Carlos Garcia, a fourth year student at the University of Havana, explained to me 

the meaning of the main chorus of Los Van Van’s “Soy Todo” in this way: 

“It’s a guy who asks of the saints (orishas) so that they will help him.  But this is not only in the 

religious frame.  This is here [in Cuba], understand?  Here inside right now: ‘Help me!’  Seriously.  

It’s possible to see this as an obsession….  I think that in the present day a good Cuban is an 

obsessed one…obsessed with our problems like everything, like Americans are obsessed with 

yours.”  (personal interview, 27 June 2001)  

Carlos suggests that the chorus and solo asking god or Orula for support and protection 

are linked to contemporary hardships in Cuba.  Because life in Cuba since 1990 has been 

particularly hard, many Cubans have turned to the santos to say “ampárame!” (“help 

me!”)  Regardless of whether or not Mayito and Los Van Van intended their lyrics to be 

understood in this way, at least for some, the words of “Soy Todo” became associated 

with the difficulties of life in contemporary Cuba.  Timba is not only an expression of lo 

afrocubano in the 1990s, but also perhaps the most important expression of life and times 

for the urban Cuban during the Special  Period. 

 Yet, while timba is an expression of lo afrocubano in the 1990s, it is not 

exclusively black.  It is the popular music for a new generation of Cubans, white or black.  

It remains true that, the listening audience, particularly in live venues, is primarily black; 

timba incorporates both Afrocuban musical material and thematic material; the 

neighborhoods which from timba comes (the neighborhoods where many of the timba 

musicians themselves are from) are primarily black neighborhoods.  Nevertheless, timba 

became national and popular and is by no means exclusive.  The woman in Sancti 

Spíritus (see Preface) who first told me about El Médico’s song “Somos Lo Que Hay” 

was white and so are a great number of its fans.  
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CONCLUSIONS 

 

Lo afrocubano and race in Cuba 

In what context should timba’s strong connections to lo afrocubano be viewed?  

The answer is that what is termed lo afrocubano and the associated music are rooted in a 

long history of racism and class issues in Cuba.  Timba is characterized as coming from 

the margins of urban Cuban society.  The notion of marginality is similarly linked to 

questions of race and class in Cuba.  Race is a complex issue in Cuba and I do not intend 

to analyze this complexity here, only to make a few pertinent comments to help establish 

some of the context of the previous chapter.1  The term “lo afrocubano” does not 

necessarily refer to skin color—it is instead all that it is Afrocuban: the people, the batá 

drums, certain neighborhoods, and especially the Afrocuban religions of Santeria, 

Abakuá, and Palo Monte.  Notwithstanding, there is little doubt that the term generally 

refers to black people as well as their culture and religion.2 

 The Cuban musicologist, Leonardo Acosta, explains some of timba’s connections 

to questions of race and marginality in his article on timba and its antecedents.  He 

writes: 

As with all the previous dance styles (danzón, son, mambo, chá), timba has been the object of 

inflamed controversies and harshly criticized by more or less conservative circles.  Some of the 

new and most popular orchestras like N.G. La Banda, Charanga Habanera, Paulito y Su Elite or El 

Médico de la Salsa have been constantly criticized by the media, but their popularity among the 

                                                           
1 For a comprehensive discussion of race in Cuba, including the Special Period, see Alejandro de la Fuente, 
A Nation For All: Race, Inequality and Politics in Twentieth Century Cuba (Chapel Hill: UNC Press, 
2001). 
2 I use the label of black people, the way it is used in the U.S.  The equivalent in Cuba would be los negros 
(“blacks”).  Cubans also use labels which denote the relative darkness of a black person.  For example, a 
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young has continued to rise….  These high voltage controversies are common in the history of 

dance genres in Cuba.  It is a phenomenon that dates back to the 19th century and that has its roots 

in racial prejudices against Afrocuban cultural expressions.  (“Timba y Sus Antecedentes” 9) 

Elsewhere in the same article, Acosta references criticism directed towards the lyrics of 

timba: 

Timba lyrics are qualified as “vulgar, violent, machista, crude”, in a litany of epithets which has 

been repeated against lo afrocubano ever since “Spanish times” with inquisitorial fervor.  (11) 

It is clear that many of the criticisms of timba and its labeling as a music of the marginal, 

have their roots in racism.  But there has been no significant effort to move beyond this 

history and these associations when talking about Cuban popular music.3  Indeed race and 

class prejudices continue to inform the discourse surrounding timba.  In one example we 

see this is true even in the case of a present-day Cuban music scholar/critic.  Liliana 

Casanellas Cué wrote the following for her 1999 article addressing timba in Salsa 

Cubana: 

Evident is the thematic continuity with respect to anterior epochs.  The differentiating trait is based 

on elements fundamentally musical whose aggressiveness demands the same in the lyrics and the 

stage presentation of the performers.  It is not in vain that so-called Cuban timba shows influences 

from rumba, rock, rap, and genres born in marginal sectors of society. ¶  The most negative 

aspects of contemporary tendencies are found primarily in the improvisations during live 

performances on certain stages.  (15) 

Casanellas points to thematic continuity in the history of Cuban dance music.  But just as 

evident in her wording is the continuity of racial prejudice which she herself displays.  

First she mentions the notion of marginality, a notion which is deeply rooted in a history 

of prejudice.  In her defense, it could be pointed out that even José Luis Cortés, the father 

                                                                                                                                                                             
prieto is darker than a mulato, but both are generally viewed simply as negro in discourse refering to more 
than one individual. 
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of timba and a black man, uses the word “marginal” (see Chapter 5, p. 55).  But 

Casanellas goes on to characterize contemporary tendencies in timba as simply 

“negative.”  Furthermore, her mention of “certain stages” is clearly a reference to La 

Tropical—simply because this is the only venue consistently available for such 

performances and everyone knows it.  As noted elsewhere, the audience at La Tropical is 

always almost entirely black.  The comments of Casanellas from 1999 reflect racially 

biased quality judgements.  The continuity of musical themes is accompanied by a 

continuity in racist receptions of the music and its social aspects. 

Awareness of “codification” 

 Franco Fabbri’s article, “A Theory of Musical Genres,” not only looks at the 

different types of factors involved in defining a genre, but also at how aware those 

involved are of this “codification”—Fabbri’s term referring to the process through which 

a set of musical events comes to be differentiated from other music.  José Luis Cortés’s 

response to my question about who puts the label “marginal” to the neighborhoods 

associated with timba was, “They are marginal.”  In this response Cortés was saying that 

he is not aware of the codification involved.  The more general question might be asked: 

how aware are the performers and audience in regards to ways in which timba as a genre 

is codified?  The answer is that the musicians are generally more conscious of genre 

definition than their audience.  Indeed, the general level of self-awareness for all types of 

techniques employed by timba musicians is high—from the musical and lyrical to the 

gestural.  In the formal/technical realm of the music this is linked to the superb training 

most of the musicians have received through the Cuban music education system. 

                                                                                                                                                                             
3 Work by the black Cuban music scholar, Rogelio Martínez Furé, is a notable exception. 
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 In addition, I want to suggest that the high level of awareness of the codifying 

factors of a popular music genre for both the musicians and the audience of timba is 

linked to two larger social tendencies.  The first has do with the close connection of the 

Cuban popular musician to the street.  Many timba musicians are from the 

neighborhoods of Centro Habana and Habana Vieja which are referenced in their songs.  

It is most telling that José Luis Cortés explained his method for composing songs which 

really speak to the people with the following words: “Lo único que hago es sentarme 

con la gente, soy un fanatico de la calle” (“The only thing I do is sit myself down with 

the people, I am a fanatic of the street”) (Acosta Llerna 91-98).  Exemplified in la timba 

is a connection perhaps made most evident in the two way exchange of language which 

takes place between song texts and popular sayings of the street.  Timba musicians, 

aware that they are part of something new, are closely tied to the everyday Cuban street 

and the ordinary Cuban people. 

 The second tendency linked to a generally high level of awareness of timba as a 

genre is broader and more abstract in nature.  This is, that there is a generally high level 

of awareness of factors under the surface functioning in Cuban society.  This awareness 

is healthy self-reflection and is likely linked to the self-reflexive nature of several 

periods since the Cuban Revolution.4  Cubans are acutely aware of not only their 

hardships during the Special Period, but also of many of their responses to these 

hardships.  Therefore one finds statements in compositions such as NG’s “El Trágico,” 

where the chorus proclaims:  [audio tk. 14] 

                                                           
4 In the rectification campaigns of the early 1970s and mid 1980s, and recently in the Special Period, when 
there has been much open acknowledgement of the ideological concessions made by the government in 
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 Dejas el tragicismo,  que es el trágico soy yo.    

 [Let go of the tragicism, for the tragic one is me.] 

 But it is not a tragic music.  Timba also expresses the character and celebrations 

of the urban street in Cuba since 1990.  In the case of “El Trágico,” this is when the 

rumba begins: “Un bonito guaguancó en el solar de amargura” (“A nice guaguancó in 

the solar of bitterness”).  A festive rumba, but slightly tinged.

                                                                                                                                                                             
order to bolster the Cuban economy, even though certain policies undermine the egalitarian nature of the 
Revolution. 
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GLOSSARY 

(Terms in English are listed in the second section). 

ABAKUÁ  Afrocuban religion with origins in the Calabar region of Africa.  Any of the 
musical practices associated with this religion. 
 
BATÁ   Double-headed Afrocuban drums of Yoruba origin, considered sacred and used 
in the practice of Santeria.  There are three different Batá drums.  From smallest to largest 
they are the Okónkolo, Itótele, and Iyá.  Pictured below are the Okónkolo and Iyá (photos 
from “About Cuban Batá Drums,” Bata.drums.com). 
 

             
 
 
 
BARRIO  Spanish word meaning neighborhood. 
 
BOMBA  The breakdown within the montuno section of the song.  Typically, the bass 
tumbao ceases.  The piano and percussion outline the underlying fast pulse and the bass 
provides occasional syncopated accents.  
 
CASCARA  The rhythmic part similar to a bell pattern, often played with a stick on the 
side of the timbales. 
 
CASINO  Partner salsa dancing with lots of turns. 
 
CHACHACHÁ  Music and dance genre which emerged in 1940s Cuban dance salons, 
and draws heavily from both danzón and son.  See Orovio, Diccionario, 130. 
 
CHANGÜÍ  A variant of the son from the eastern part of the island of Cuba. See page 22. 
 
CHEKERÉ  A shaken idiophone consisting of plastic beads loosely woven in a net 
around a dry gourd.   
 

CHARANGA FORMAT  An ensemble layout characterized by the incorporation of 
violins. 
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CLAVE    Spanish word which also means “key.”  A five note rhythmic pattern around 
which all other rhythmic parts are structured.  This pattern is played by the claves, two 
pieces of dense wood held in the hands and struck together to produce a sharp sound. 
 

--rumba clave  One of two rhythmic clave patterns generally found in Cuban and Cuban-
influenced musics.  Distinct from the son clave.  The rumba clave is more common in 
timba than it is in non-Cuban salsa music.  The rumba clave can be notated in different 
ways, depending on the time signature used and where the clave pattern starts in relation 
to that time signature.  Shown below are the “3-2 rumba clave” and the “2-3 rumba 
clave.” 
   

 
3-2 rumba clave    2-3 rumba clave 

 
--son clave  The clave pattern for the Cuban son and the most common clave pattern 
found outside of Cuba. 
 
 

3-2 son clave     2-3 son clave 

 
    
 
CONGA  Dance and music genre with origins in the festivities of Cuban slaves.  See 
Orovio, Diccionario de la Música Cubana, 115. 
 
ESTRIBILLO   A refrain.  In Timba, there are usually multiple estribillos in the latter, 
montuno section of the song.  An estribillo generally takes the form of soloist-chorus and 
each refrain is repeated two or more times.  Each refrain is often linked to a mambo, a 
horn-section figure. 
 
GUAGUANCÓ  One of the most common rhythms and accompanying dances 
comprising the Afrocuban genre of rumba.  See rumba. 
 
GUAPERÍA  See Helio Orovio’s explanation in Chapter 3, p. 34.   
 
GÜIRO  An idiophone typically consisting of a hollow piece of wood with ridges on its 
outside surface.  The güiro is played by rubbing a stick up and down along these ridges. 
 
LO AFROCUBANO  That which is Afrocuban.  See “Terminology” in Introduction. 

MAMBO  A  self-contained line of the horn section.  A mambo usually has a rising, then 
falling melodic structure and lasts 2-4 bars, and in this sense is “self-contained.”  
However, a mambo often follows a repeated refrain (estribillo), and different mambos 
become associated with different estribillos.   
 
MONTUNO  See montuno section.  Also used to describe an analogous section in son; 
also refers to the piano part played in this section. 
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MONTUNO SECTION  The freer section in the second half of a typical timba song.  
After the verses and choruses, the song opens up, often with successive refrains and horn-
section figures. 
 
ORISHAS  Saints/deities in the in the Afrocuban religion of Santeria and having Yoruba 
origins.  In addition to having a Yoruba name, each orisha or santo in also syncretized 
with a Catholic saint.  See Bolivar, Los Orishas en Cuba and Martinez Velez, Drumming 
for the Gods.   
 
PALO MONTE   Afrocuban religion with origins among the Bantú speaking people of 
Africa.  Any of the musical practices associated with this religion. 
 
RUMBA   Afrocuban music and dance genre.  The music generally consists of drumming 
on conga drums or a box-like cajón, accompanied by the clave and sometimes a metallic 
item such as a spoon playing a bell pattern.  A typical rumba is informal and involves a 
group singing in Spanish and Afrocuban vocal traditions in a call and response format.  
Components of this singing along with the accompanying dance are improvisatory in 
nature.  Rumba has its origins in urban and semi-urban settings in Cuba amongst a poor 
black population (Orovio, Diccionario 429).  Rumba, as a genre consists of three distinct 
styles or sub-genres: guaguancó, columbia and yambú. 
 
SANTERIA   Afrocuban religion with Yoruba origins.  As a musical genre: any music 
having to do with this religion.  Each orisha is associated with particular rhythms, chants, 
and dance.  
 
SANTO  Spanish word meaning saint, used to refer to the Afrocuban orishas. 
 
SALSERO  A salsa musician.  Typically from New York or Puerto Rico and associated 
with the Salsa of these places.  See footnote in Chapter 3, p. 25. 
 
SOLAR  See Chapter 5. 
 
SON “Vocal, instrument, and dance genre that is one of the basic forms of Cuban 
music.  Present in its structure are elements coming from the African musics (Bantu) as 
well as Spanish, but clearly already based in the Cuban”  (Orovio, Diccionario 455).  The 
music of the Buena Vista Social Club is son, and will be familiar to most readers.  See 
Orovio, Diccionario de la Música Cubana as well as works by Peter Manuel and others. 
 
SONGO  See Chapter 3, p. 23. 
 
TEMBLEQUE   The Dance of timba.  See “The dancing” in Chapter 2. 
 
TIMBALES  Metal frame drums similar in appearance and dimensions to a snare drum, 
but played in pairs, containing no snares, and without a bottom drum head (they are open 
on the bottom).  
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TUMBAO   For piano: repetitive figure which moves through a song’s harmonies, 
typically 2-4 bars in length.  For bass: the accompanying figures played with the piano 
tumbao. 
 

English Terms 
 

CODIFICATION   The process in which factors which come to define a genre are 
associated with that genre.  The process through which a set of musical events comes to 
be differentiated from other music.  See Fabbri, “A Theory of Musical Genres.” 
 
FUNKY   Funk influenced.  This often has to do with rhythmical phrasing where 
articulations are performed with a somewhat “swung” eighth note.  That is, the eighth 
note subdivision is perceived as something close to an eighth note triplet where the first 
two notes are tied. 
 
HOOK  A short catchy phrase by which a song is easily remembered 
 
HORN KICKS  Figures played by the horn section, 1-4 bars in length. 
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