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ABSTRACT 

 

Among the many contributions to world music that have been cultivated in Cuba, 

one of the most important and influential styles is guaguancó. Guaguancó is one of three 

early forms of rumba: a folkloric performance art comprising music for percussion and 

voice accompanied by dance. The guaguancó is the youngest of the three remaining early 

rumba styles. A typical guaguancó performance features a percussion ensemble, lead 

singer, chorus, and two dancers. The percussion ensemble utilizes three conga drums and 

auxiliary instruments such as claves, a bamboo log struck with sticks, and various types 

of shakers. The three congas are tuned to high, medium, and low pitches and are each 

played by a separate drummer. The auxiliary instruments, along with the low and 

medium pitched congas, are used to repeat complementary patterns that establish 

rhythmic drive. The patterns played on the low and medium pitched congas combine to 

produce a tonal melody that is distinctive to the guaguancó style. The high-pitched 

conga, also called the quinto, is used to play improvisatory figures over the top of the 

ensemble. It is the improvisation played on the quinto that is one of the most important 

elements of a guaguancó performance. 

In Cuba, quinto drum improvisation is rarely taught. It is a practice learned by 

observing master drummers and being immersed in the rumba lifestyle. For 

percussionists outside of the rumba tradition, there are few resources available for 

mastering the art of quinto performance. The goal of this research is to show that 

percussionists can create quinto drum improvisations that are stylistically similar to those 
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performed by rumberos by analyzing and assimilating the repeated rhythmic cells that 

permeate the repertoire. 

Presented in this document are transcriptions of several recorded rumba 

performances and analyses that reveal improvisational trends. It is shown that quinto 

performances are not purely spontaneous, but contain recurring rhythmic cells that are 

characteristic of guaguancó. Cataloguing these cells serves to establish a vocabulary of 

rhythms that can be threaded together to create stylistically appropriate improvisations. 

Examined in this research are performances by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, 

Afrocuba de Matanzas, Columbia del Puerto de Cardenas, and percussionist Maximino 

Duquesne Martinez. History and development of Cuban rumba is discussed at length, 

along with practice suggestions and applications for improvising in salsa music. With 

annotated transcriptions in the form of three complete scores and seven quinto 

performances, this resource will assist musicians in understanding the governing 

principles of rhythmic improvisation in Cuban music.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Rumba and Guaguancó 

 

Among the many contributions to world music that have been cultivated in Cuba, 

one of the most important and influential styles is guaguancó. Guaguancó is one of three 

early forms of rumba: a folkloric performance art comprising music for percussion and 

voice accompanied by dance. Robin Moore states that rumba was “first developed in the 

black urban slums of Havana and Matanzas in the mid-nineteenth century.”1 Rumba, 

along with changüí and son, is among the first music styles to be cultivated by black 

Cubans after the abolition of slavery. This parallels the development of ragtime, 

Dixieland, and jazz in New Orleans. The cultural significance of rumba is addressed in a 

1989 interview with Gregorio Diaz, Ricardo Cane, and Israel Berriel, senior members of 

the group Los Muñequitos de Matanzas: 

Rumba was the music of the poor, of the people of color in Matanzas. It was a 
very sensual dance, with a lot of pelvic gestures; when men and women danced 
together the idea was for the man to try somehow to touch the woman’s pelvis. 
This is called “vacunado” [sic] and you can see this in the guaguancó, which is 
the most popular of the three rumba dances. For the poor black people of the 
countryside, the rumba was the way in which they could express their anger and 
protest at their situation, as well as distract themselves from the misery of their 
work. It could also get quite violent. In the columbia, danced only by men, the 
dancers might carry knives or other weapons, sometimes they would balance 
glasses of beer on their head [sic]; all in all the rumba was considered either too 
erotic or else too dangerous and in any case too lower class. So before Castro’s 
revolution it was highly discriminated against.2 

 
                                                

1 Robin Moore, Nationalizing Blackness: Afrocubanismo and Artistic Revolution 
in Havana, 1920-1940 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh, 1997), 168. 

 
 2 Lucy Duran, liner notes to Cantar maravilloso. Recorded August 1989. 
Globestyle 053, 1990. CD. 
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It is important to make the distinction between rumba and rhumba (sometimes 

also spelled rumba), a term that was applied to music associated with Cuban exoticism in 

the 1930s. Lucy Duran explains: 

Rumba first made headlines in the 30s and 40s with a “Rumba craze” in the USA, 
and from there it went on to make an impact around the world. But was it really 
the rumba? The dance hits by groups like Septeto Habanero, and Don Azpiazú 
and his orchestra, with songs like “The Peanut Vendor” recorded for RCA Victor, 
although labeled “rumba” for marketing purposes, were in fact son. “Rumba” was 
probably chosen because of its African ring (like mambo and samba) and because 
the word “son” could so easily be confused with a number of English words 
including of course “song”. So outside Cuba, rumba meant son right up until the 
60s when it was finally replaced by “salsa”.3  
 
Guaguancó is the youngest of the three remaining early rumba styles4. A typical 

guaguancó performance features a percussion ensemble, lead singer, chorus, and two 

dancers. The percussion ensemble is composed of three conga drums and auxiliary 

instruments such as claves, a bamboo log struck with sticks, and various types of shakers. 

The three congas are tuned to high, medium, and low pitches and are each played by a 

separate drummer. The auxiliary instruments, along with the low and medium pitched 

congas, are used to repeat complementary patterns that establish rhythmic drive. The 

patterns played on the low and medium pitched congas combine to create a drum melody 

that is distinctive to the guaguancó style. The high-pitched conga, also called the quinto, 

is used to play improvisatory figures over the top of the ensemble. It is the improvisation 

played on the quinto that is one of the most important elements of a guaguancó 

performance. 

                                                
3 Duran, liner notes to Cantar Maravilloso. 
 
4 The other two early rumba styles are yambú (a slow rumba with a simple beat 

subdivision that is commonly played on wooden boxes called cajónes and features a 
couples dance) and columbia (a fast rumba with a compound beat subdivision that 
features a solo male dancer). 
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When asked how to play quinto, the standard reply from most Cuban rumberos 

(rumba practitioners) is “es desde el corazón” (it’s from the heart). While this answer 

does hold some truth, there remains an unspoken structure and traditional approach to the 

art of quinto. In Cuba, quinto improvisation is rarely taught. It is a skill learned by 

observing master drummers, participating in rumbones (rumba performances), and being 

immersed in the rumba lifestyle. For percussionists outside of the rumba tradition, there 

are few resources available for mastering the art of quinto performance. The goal of this 

research is to show that percussionists can create quinto drum improvisations that are 

stylistically similar to those performed by rumberos by analyzing and assimilating the 

repeated rhythmic cells that permeate the repertoire. 

 

Los Muñequitos de Matanzas 

 

In order to understand how to improvise quinto solos that are stylistically 

appropriate to guaguancó, one must study the approach taken by masters of this genre. 

The group Los Muñequitos de Matanzas was founded in 1952 in Matanzas, Cuba. The 

group members are considered by many to be the finest practitioners of rumba and Afro-

Cuban ritual music in the world. Los Muñequitos originally performed under the name 

Guaguancó Matancero, and was among the first rumba groups to be professionally 

recorded in Cuba. David Peñalosa remarks that the 1958 Panart releases Guaguancó 

(volumes one and two), featuring Guaguancó Matancero, “stand as two of the best rumba  
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Figure 1.1. Members of Los Muñequitos de Matanzas in Matanzas, Cuba, 2012. Left to 
right: Rafael “El Niño" Navarro Pujada, Eddy Espinosa, Yuniscleyvis Ramos, Diosdado 
Ramos Cruz (director), Luis “Luisito” Cancino Morales, and Noel Espinosa Alfonso. 
Photograph by Eric Hines. 
 

records ever made. They are timeless classics.”5 The popularity of their song “Los 

Muñequitos” (the little dolls)6 led the group to change its name to Los Muñequitos de 

Matanzas. Diaz, Cane, and Berriel related the formation of the group in their 1989 

interview: 

Nowadays there are literally hundreds of rumba groups all over Cuba, but back in 
the 50s, we were one of the first: the only other one in existence at that time was a 
group based in Havana called “Vive Bien”, led by Roberto Maza. Our group was 

                                                
5 David Peñalosa, Rumba Quinto (Redway, CA: Bembe Books, 2010), vi. 
   
6 In this case, Los Muñequitos refers to a newspaper comic strip that was popular 

in Cuba in the 1950’s. 
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formed on the 9th October 1952 in the house of Florencio Calle, in Matanzas. 
Other founding members included Juan Mesa, Angel Pellado, Esteban Vega 
“Chacha” and Gregorio Diaz, who’s the only one still with the group. Our 
intention was to be an informal ensemble that would play at fiestas, and our 
original name was “Guaguancó Matancero” [guaguancó from Matanzas]. But our 
first big hit, for the record label Puchito, was called “Muñequitos de Matanzas” 
[the little dolls of Matanzas] and it was such a success that everywhere we went 
people would chant “Muñequitos, Muñequitos” until it stuck as a name.7 
 
 

 

Figure 1.2. The former home of Florencio “Catalino” Calle Peraza, where Los 
Muñequitos de Matanzas was formed. Address: Salamanca #2 entre Matanza y Joveano 
Matanzas, Cuba. Photograph by Eric Hines. 
 

  
The popularity of Los Muñequitos grew throughout the 50s, 60s, and 70s, but it 

was not until the late 80s that they earned an opportunity to tour internationally. Duran 

explains that “repeated efforts to invite the Muñequitos abroad were unsuccessful until, in 

                                                
7 Duran, liner notes to Cantar Maravilloso. 
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July ’89, they made their first trip ever outside Cuba to take part in the Suave Suave 

Festival at the Institute of Contemporary Arts in London.”8 In 1992 the group made its 

premiere appearance in the United States.9 The current membership of Los Muñequitos 

includes three generations of family members, and the group continues to tour the world 

dedicated to the preservation of traditional rumba. 

It is through transcription and analysis of recorded performances by Los 

Muñequitos that I will examine their improvisational trends.10 I will show that the 

rhythms played by these master improvisers are not purely spontaneous, but contain 

recurring rhythmic cells that are characteristic of guaguancó. Cataloguing these rhythmic 

cells will serve to create a vocabulary of rhythms that can be used to perform stylistically 

appropriate improvisations. 

 

Limits of Study 

 

 This research will be limited analyses of quinto performances in the genre of 

guaguancó. Other rumba styles, such as yambú, columbia, guarapachangueo, batá-

rumba, and other hybrid forms, will not receive primary focus. One yambú quinto 

transcription is included for the purpose of comparative analysis. The appendices include 

full score transcriptions and annotations of one yambú and one columbia performance for 

                                                
8 Duran, liner notes to Cantar Maravilloso. 
 
9 Peñalosa, vi.  
 
10 Also analyzed in this research are one recorded performance by Afrocuba de 

Matanzas and one quinto solo by Maximino Duquesne Martinez. These inclusions serve 
as a basis for comparison.  
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the sake of understanding the song structures, percussion patterns, and unique differences 

in the three surviving early forms of rumba. 

 While important distinctions between the Matanzas and Havana styles of quinto 

improvisation will be highlighted, the majority of this document is dedicated to 

understanding the more structured Matanzas approach to improvisation. Six of the quinto 

transcriptions analyzed are in the Matanzas tradition. The seventh, in the Havana 

tradition, is included as a basis for comparison.  

 The recordings selected for analysis were chosen for their strong audio quality, 

providing highly accurate performance reproduction, and easily discernable quinto 

playing. Recordings were also chosen for their representation of the “classic” style of 

quinto performance. During my 2012 visit to Matanzas, I had the opportunity to 

interview and study with Luis “Luisito” Cancino Morales, one of the percussionists with 

Los Muñequitos. Morales demonstrated and explained the difference between the modern 

approach to quinto performance, and what he calls “Muñequito antiguo” (the old or 

“classic” style). The classic style adheres to an identifiable system of rules and traditional 

rhythmic cells, while the modern approach incorporates more rudiments, advanced 

technique, and “flash” into the execution. The transcriptions that I have analyzed here 

represent quinto performances rooted in the classic Matanzas tradition, spanning over 

forty years of both preservation and growth. The earliest recording is from 1970, while 

the latest was recorded in 2012. 

 Los Muñequitos de Matanzas is the model performance ensemble for this 

research. As guardians of the Matanzas rumba tradition, Los Muñequitos carries the torch 

of the rumba pioneers, and continues to cultivate and preserve the classic quinto approach 
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through recordings and international reach. Los Muñequitos is, by no means, the only 

traditional rumba ensemble thriving in Cuba. There are many highly regarded Cuban 

rumba groups that continue to perform in the tradition of the early rumberos. One quinto 

transcription by the group Afrocuba de Matanzas is included in this document for the 

purpose of showing that the classic quinto approach is not specific to any one ensemble.  

 

Review of Rumba Literature 

 

 In the existent literature on Cuban and Afro-Cuban music, relatively little 

coverage has been given to the subject of rumba. Few documents are devoted exclusively 

to rumba, and most of the information that exists is contained in small sections of larger 

sources on Latin-American music. Full transcriptions and analyses of recorded rumba 

performances are scarce. The sources cited in my bibliography represent some of the 

important resources for information on this subject. These references can be sorted into 

three general categories: pedagogical, historical, and analytical. 

 The pedagogical resources include Timba Funk11 by David Garibaldi, Jesus Diaz, 

and Michael Spiro; Salsa Guidebook for Piano and Ensemble12 by Rebeca Mauleón; The 

Conga Drummer’s Guidebook13 by Michael Spiro; and The Essence of Afro-Cuban 

                                                
11 David Garibaldi, Jesus Diaz, and Michael Spiro, Timba Funk (Van Nuys, CA: 

Alfred, 1999). 
 

12 Rebeca Mauleón, Salsa Guidebook for Piano and Ensemble (Petaluma, CA: 
Sher Music, 1993). 
 

13 Michael Spiro, The Conga Drummer’s Guidebook (Petaluma, CA: Sher Music, 
2006). 
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Percussion and Drum Set14 by Ed Uribe. The authors of these books represent the leading 

teachers and performers of Cuban music. These books contain important information on 

how to perform in a rumba percussion section along with partial transcriptions of the 

typical rhythms played on each instrument. The transcriptions serve as models for writing 

rumba percussion music using Western notation systems. This is especially important 

when considering that rumba is traditionally taught through aural tradition, and there is 

no standard way to notate performances. Also included in these books is historical and 

cultural information about Cuban music and performance suggestions for each of the 

rumba styles. Rebeca Mauleón’s book includes extensive writings on Cuban music 

history, the concept of clave, cultural significance of Cuban music, and a chronological 

evolution of Cuban instruments and styles. In The Conga Drummer’s Guidebook, 

Michael Spiro provides valuable information about how to perform rumba percussion 

parts with authentic feel, shape, and phrasing. Ed Uribe’s book includes a history of Cuba 

that highlights the ways in which cultural developments and events have shaped the 

growth of Afro-Cuban music.  

 The seminal works La Africanía de la Música Folklórica de Cuba15 and Los 

Instrumentos de la Musica Afrocubana16 by Fernándo Ortiz remain two of the most 

important historical references on Cuban music. They were the first large-scale 

musicological writings exclusively on Cuban music. Other useful references on the 

                                                
14 Ed Uribe, The Essence of Afro-Cuban Percussion and Drum Set (Van Nuys, 

CA: Alfred, 1996). 
 
15 Fernándo Ortiz, La Africanía de la Música Folklórica de Cuba (Habana: 

Publicaciones de la Dirección de Cultura del Ministerio de Educación, 1950). 
 

16 ———, Instrumentos de la Musica Afrocubana (Habana: Publicaciones de la 
Dirección de Cultura del Ministerio de Educación, 1952). 
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history of rumba include Sin Clave y Bongó no hay Son: Música Afrocubana y 

Confluencias Musicales de Colombia y Cuba17 by Fabio Betancur Alvarez, Nationalizing 

Blackness: Afrocubanismo and Artistic Revolution in Havana, 1920-194018 by Robin 

Moore, Cuban Music19 by Maya Roy, and The Rough Guide to Cuban Music20 by Philip 

Sweeney. Fabio Alvarez’s book focuses primarily on the ways that Afro-Cuban music 

has influenced the music of surrounding Caribbean neighbors; but it also contains 

important information about the origins of Cuban music and rumba. Similarly, while 

Moore’s book is centered on race, socioeconomic concerns, and cultural struggles related 

to Cuban music from 1920-1940, it also discusses the importance of rumba in the lives of 

black Cubans. Robin Moore is one of the leading scholars in the field of ethnomusicology 

who specializes in the music of Cuba. The books by Maya Roy and Philip Sweeney are 

general overviews of Cuban music history, culture, and styles.  

Many books on salsa music contain information on the origin and development of 

rumba. Some of the most notable are Salsiology: Afro-Cuban Music and the Evolution of 

Salsa in New York City21 by Vernon W. Boggs, Salsa!: The Rhythm of Latin Music22 by 

                                                
17 Fabio Betancur Alvarez, Sin Clave y Bongó no hay Son: Música Afrocubana y 

Confluencias Musicales de Colombia y Cuba (Medellín, Colombia: 1993). 
 

18 Moore, Nationalizing Blackness: Afrocubanismo and Artistic Revolution in 
Havana, 1920-1940. 
 

19 Maya Roy, Cuban Music (London: Latin America Bureau, 2002). 
 

20 Philip Sweeney, The Rough Guide to Cuban Music (London: Rough Guides, 
2001). 
 

21 Vernon W. Boggs, Salsiology: Afro-Cuban Music and the Evolution of Salsa in 
New York City (Westport: Greenwood, 1992). 
 

22 Charley Gerard and Marty Sheller, Salsa! The Rhythm of Latin Music (Crown 
Point, IN: White Cliffs Media, 1989). 



 28 

Charley Gerard and Marty Scheller, Salsa: Musical Heartbeat of Latin America23 by Sue 

Steward, and Cuban Fire: The Story of Salsa and Latin Jazz24 by Isabelle Leymarie. 

While these texts emphasize the history and development of New York salsa music, each 

includes information on the genre’s rumba origins. Situating Salsa: Global Markets and 

Local Meanings in Latin Popular Music25 is a collection of essays about salsa music 

edited by Lise Waxer. It includes a fascinating entry titled Salsa and Socialism: Dance 

Music in Cuba, 1959-99 by Robin Moore that covers the impact that communism in Cuba 

has had on Afro-Cuban music. 

Analytical works dedicated to Cuban music include Larry Crook’s article “A 

Musical Analysis of the Cuban Rumba”,26 Michael Tenzer’s book Analytical Studies in 

World Music,27 and David Peñalosa’s book Rumba Quinto: Lessons in a Musical Art 

Form.28 Crook’s methodology is similar to my own in that it includes background 

information on the style, performance techniques, partial transcriptions of typical 

patterns, and a full transcription of a guaguancó performance. My research expands on 

Crook’s work by updating and filling in gaps in the historical information, deepening the 

discussion on performance practice, and applying thorough analysis to nine transcribed 

                                                
23 Sue Steward, Salsa: Musical Heartbeat of Latin America (London: Thames & 

Hudson, 1999). 
 

24 Isabelle Leymarie, Cuban Fire: The Story of Salsa and Latin Jazz (London: 
Continuum, 2002). 
 

25 Lise Waxer, ed., Situating Salsa: Global Markets and Local Meanings in Latin 
Popular Music (New York: Routledge, 2002). 
 

26 Larry Crook, “A Musical Analysis of the Cuban Rumba,” Latin American 
Music Review 3, no. 1 (1982): 92-123. 
 

27 Michael Tenzer, ed., Analytical Studies in World Music (Oxford: Oxford 
University, 2006). 
 

28 Peñalosa, Rumba Quinto 
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rumba performances, three of which are presented in full score. I also include an in-depth 

look at the improvisational elements of these performances.  

Tenzer’s book includes an article titled “An Afro-Cuban Bata Piece for Obatala, 

King of the White Cloth”29 by Robin Moore and Elizabeth Sayre. In this article, a unique 

methodology is used to analyze a recorded performance of Afro-Cuban batá music. This 

methodology is the primary inspiration for my score analysis approach. The analytical 

techniques that I have adopted include transcription, time code chart, song text chart, and 

relating musical events to their length in claves. Each of these techniques is employed in 

my analyses to highlight recurring trends in the improvisatory elements of rumba. 

Peñalosa’s book is the second installment in a series titled “Unlocking Clave”. 

This resource includes background information on rumba and Los Muñequitos de 

Matanzas, a conceptualized approach to quinto techniques, applications for quinto 

rhythms in songo, and partial transcriptions of quinto performances. The book also 

provides a useful glossary, bibliography, discography, and videography. My research 

reinforces many of the concepts outlined by Peñalosa and adopts terminology such as 

“bare-bones” ride and “slap-tone melody”. Some important differences include my 

notation system, inclusion of full-length transcriptions, analytical approach, and 

expanded historical information on the development of rumba.  

With original research obtained through interviews, field recordings, 

transcriptions, and analyses, this document contributes to an area of study that has been 

largely neglected in scholarly publications. This work pieces together the fragmented 

history of rumba by compiling the extant writings and filling in the gaps with new 

information provided by leading authorities and acclaimed practitioners. The most 
                                                

29 Peñalosa, Rumba Quinto, 120-160. 
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significant element of my work is the application of a thorough analytical method to a 

collection of transcribed guaguancó performances by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, 

Cuba’s foremost rumba ensemble. This research sheds new light on the subject of 

rhythmic improvisation in clave-based music, and stands as one of few thorough and 

current resources dedicated exclusively to Cuban rumba. 

 

Methodology 

 

 The first step that I have taken to investigate my subject is an examination of 

existing publications in order to construct an inclusive source for background 

information, historical and cultural significance, and performance techniques. The 

documentation on rumba is fraught with inconsistencies and contradictory statements. 

Every attempt is made to include any available information, recognize opposing views, 

and inform the reader. 

In 2012, I traveled to Cuba for field research in Havana and Matanzas. During my 

time on the island I had the opportunity to study with and interview many of the most 

important rumberos and authorities on the music of Cuba. My teachers included 

Maximino Duquesne Martínez and Rogelio Ernesto “El Gato” Gatell Cotó of Rumberos 

de Cuba, Raul “Lali” Gonzalez Brito of Clave y Guaguancó, Luis “Luisito” Cancino 

Morales and Diosdado Ramos Cruz of Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, Francisco “Minini” 

Zamora Chirino of Afrocuba de Matanzas, and musicologist Dr. Olavo Alén Rodriguez. 

My time in Cuba was dedicated exclusively to the study of rumba. 
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Most of the transcriptions in this document were constructed from commercially 

released audio recordings, while two were completed from video recordings that I made 

in Cuba. My method for transcription is to listen through headphones in real-time. Every 

effort is made to clearly and accurately record the discernable elements of the recording.  

The methodology used to analyze the transcribed recordings is inspired by the 

work of Robin Moore and Elizabeth Sayre in their article “An Afro-Cuban Batá Piece for 

Obatalá, King of the White Cloth”.30 Moore and Sayre apply a series of analytical 

methods to a recorded performance of Afro-Cuban batá drumming in order to help the 

listener “learn to hear this music not only as intricate and virtuosic but also as a beautiful 

form of expression with its own internal logic and aesthetic parameters.”31 My analysis 

follows their model by including a complete transcription, time code chart, song texts and 

formal structure, and a diagram of recurring rhythmic cells found in the performances. 

The recurring rhythmic cells found in each analysis are compared and contrasted in order 

to determine their significance, and to delineate those cells that are representative of the 

genre as a whole. Cataloguing these rhythmic cells serves to create a vocabulary of 

rhythms that can be used to perform stylistically appropriate improvisations. 

In the process of learning to perform the quinto transcriptions, I developed a 

pedagogical approach to internalizing clave and assimilating the quinto language. This 

method utilizes various practice aids such as a clave metronome, drum machine, loop 

system, clave foot pedal, and playing with recordings. These methods are explained in the 

conclusion along with tips for effective practice. 

 
                                                

30 Peñalosa, Rumba Quinto, 120-160. 
 
31 Ibid., 159. 
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CHAPTER 2: TECHNICAL AND SPECIAL TERMS 

Rumba 

 

 While the important distinction between rumba and rhumba has already been 

discussed, there are some other terms associated with the word rumba that must be 

mentioned. In addition to being a folkloric art, rumba is also a lifestyle. The identity of 

many modern day rumberos can be easily likened to that of hip-hop culture in the United 

States. It is exhibited in their style of clothing, gold watches, gold teeth, jewelry, 

piercings, tattoos, and the general attitude of rumba. Not all rumberos exhibit this type of 

“flash”, but many associate themselves with an identifiable status and outwardly align 

with stylistic trends that are characteristic of rumba. 

 

 

Figure 2.1. Members of Los Muñequitos de Matanzas at a family party in Matanzas. Left: 
Bárbaro Ramos Aldazábal. Photograph by Eric Hines. 
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Figure 2.2. Tattoo on the arm of Luis “Luisito” Cancino Morales. L.M.M. for Los 
Muñequitos de Matanzas. Photograph by Eric Hines. 
  

The term rumbon is used to describe a party with drums, singing, and dancing. It 

is at these rumbones that rumba performances take place.  

The words timba and timbero can occasionally be used in place of rumba and 

rumbero. Dr. Olavo Alén Rodriguez defines timba as an “unorganized jam session, where 

the players try to fill in the empty spaces left by each other.”32 This usage can be heard in 

                                                
32 Olavo Alén Rodriguez, interview by author, Havana, July 16, 2012. 
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the phrase, “llora timbero [rumbero] porque Malanga murio” (weep timbero because 

Malanga33 has died) from Machito’s 1948 song Llora Timbero. This exemplifies the 

interchangeability of the two words.  

 

Afro-Cuban vs. Cuban 

 

 The use of the term Afro-Cuban is a topic of debate amongst researchers and 

artists when categorizing music styles. This word is often used as an umbrella label for 

any traditional music of Cuba, from folkloric to popular dancehall styles. Countless 

publications on music of the Caribbean use the term Afro-Cuban in their book titles and 

as a name for an immensely broad genre of performance art. The definition of the word 

has morphed through over one hundred years of usage, blurring the line between what is 

Cuban and what is Afro-Cuban.  

 Afro-Cuban is an English translation of the Cuban-Spanish word afrocubano, 

which is defined by the Real Academia Española Diccionario de la lengua española as, 

“Se dice de los naturales de Cuba originarios de razas africanas, y especialmente de su 

arte, cultura y costumbres” (It is said of the natives of Cuba originating from African 

races, and especially of their art, culture, and customs).34 Many sources agree that the 

term first appeared in the early 1900s in the writings of Cuban anthropologist Fernando 

Ortiz (1881-1969). Ortiz used the word afrocubanía to refer to the influence of African 

                                                
33 Malanga (José Rosario Oviedo) is a well-known figure in Cuban folklore. 

Fantastic stories portray him as a legendary columbia dancer who was mysteriously 
murdered.  
 

34 Real Academia Española Diccionario de la lengua española, 22nd ed., s.v. 
“afrocubano,” accessed May 27, 2015, http://lema.rae.es/drae/?val=afrocuban.  
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culture on Caribbean society, igniting the Afrocubanismo movement of the 1920s-40s 

that celebrated blackness in Cuba. In her book Voices Out of Africa in Twentieth-century 

Spanish Caribbean Literature, Julia Cuervo Hewitt writes: 

The early years of the twentieth century was also a time when anthropological 
and ethnological discourses began to “rediscover” Africa, and Fernando Ortiz 
pioneered the exploration of what he called afrocubanía. It was also the period 
of the Harlem Renaissance in the United States. Ortiz’s research and 
documentations paved the way for other studies on the role of Africa in the 
Caribbean societies and cultures, and in the twenties, Ortiz became the mentor 
of a group of Cuban intellectuals and artists that called themselves Grupo 
minorista (Minority Group). The group, which came together in 1923, as Frank 
Janney notes: “was the Cuban version of avant garde groups throughout Latin 
America at this time, and its members were the human conductors for literary 
ideas from abroad, and the organizers of local manifestations of the modern 
spirit.” The members of the Minorista group began to publish in literary 
supplements, mainly in Diario de la Marina, Cuba contemporánea (1913-30), 
and Revista de Avance (1927-30), informing their readers of new aesthetic and 
philosophical thoughts coming out of Paris. Many of the Minoristas were 
interested in Afro-Cuban lore, religions, and rituals and several of them 
attended public ñáñigo ceremonies. Inspired by new ideas on art and society 
arriving from Europe, there was also a widespread rejection among the 
Minoristas of conservative, and traditional bourgeoisie values.35  

 
 Hewitt later relates a quote from Cuban novelist, essayist, and musicologist 

Alejo Carpentier (1904-1980): 

Ignorábamos el surrealismo cuando este [sic] entraba en su major fase. Existía, 
de otra parte, una fuerte corriente nacionalista. El espíritu de Diego Rivera 
presidia las artes plásticas y todo artista, en general, buscaba ‘plasmar lo 
nacional’. Fue entonces cuando nació el término ‘afrocubano,’ Caturla y Roldán 
empezaron a componer música utilizando los elementos negros y aparecieron 
los primeros trabajos de Fernando Ortiz. 

 
[We were ignorant of Surrealism when it was entering its best phase. There 
was, on the other hand, a strong nationalist current. Diego Rivera’s spirit 
presided over all plastic arts and every artist, in general, sought to capture that 
which was national. It was then that the term afrocubano was born, Caturla and 

                                                
35 Julia Cuervo Hewitt, Voices Out of Africa in Twentieth-century Spanish 

Caribbean Literature (Cranbury, NJ: Associated University Presses, 2010), 37. 
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Roldán began to compose music using black elements and Fernando Ortiz’s 
first texts appeared.]36 

 
 The label afrocubano became associated with the avant-garde artistic movement 

of the Minoristas, by whom it was first applied to literature, visual art, and music. One 

such example is Amadeo Roldán’s Rítmicas, of which No. 5 and No. 6 are written 

exclusively for percussion, incorporating folkloric instruments and rhythms from Cuba. 

These two compositions, written in 1930, are perhaps the first works for classical 

percussion ensemble. Interestingly, Rítmica No. 6 is marked, “In the tempo of a rumba  

♩=112.”37 

 In the 1940s, Afro-Cuban began to be applied to Latin jazz. According to 

Peñalosa, “The first Latin jazz was called Afro-Cuban jazz. The band that first performed 

Afro-Cuban jazz in the 1940s was Machito and his Afro-Cubans. The Afro-Cubans were 

agents of change, bringing the full spectrum of Cuban music into jazz.”38 Since the 

appearance of Latin jazz, Afro-Cuban has come to be defined as any “percussive Latin 

music originating in Cuba and showing strong African rhythmic influence.”39 This 

definition could be applied to every Cuban genre from rumba to timba to the symphonic 

works of Roldán, and beyond. 

 Cuban musicologist and author Dr. Olavo Alén Rodriguez is founder and 

former director of the Center for Research and Development of Cuban Music (Centro de 

                                                
36 Hewitt, Voices Out of Africa in Twentieth-century Spanish Caribbean 

Literature, 38.  
 
37 Amadeo Roldán, Rítmica No. 6: for Percussion Instruments, New York City: 

Southern Music, 1967.  
 
38 David Peñalosa, e-mail message to author, May 23, 2015.  
 
39 Random House Dictionary, s.v. “Afro-Cuban,” accessed May 27, 2015, 

http://dictionary.reference.com/browse/afro-cuban.  
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Investigacion y Desarrollo de la Musica Cubana, CIDMUC) in Havana. He is recognized 

as one of the world’s leading authorities on the music of Cuba. On July 16, 2012, I 

conducted a four-hour research interview with Dr. Alén, during which we discussed the 

usage of the term Afro-Cuban at length. Alén passionately disputes the usage of this word 

as a general label for African influenced Cuban music. When asked whether Afro-Cuban 

could be used to denote music created by Cuban-born people of African ancestry, Alén 

responded: 

Then let me ask you one simple question. Give me just one single name of a 
Cuban music that is not Afro-Cuban. One single name. It can be of a genre, an 
instrument, a performance behavior… One name. According to your definition, 
what is Cuban that is not Afro-Cuban? For example, I’ll make it easier for you, 
son. According to your description, son is Afro-Cuban. Danzon is Afro-Cuban. 
The pailas are Afro-Cuban. Bongós are Afro-Cuban. Everything is Afro-Cuban! 

All music in Cuba has European and African antecedents, all of it. So, if 
you take for granted that – if it has an African antecedent, it’s Afro-Cuban music 
– and all our music has some African element in it, that means that all our music 
is Afro-Cuban. So why do we call it Cuban music? We don’t need the word 
Cuban music. We will always be Afro-Cuban. Because it doesn’t matter what you 
do in Cuban music, you will always have an African antecedent. That means we 
will never approach a Cuban type of music. We will always stay in Afro-Cuban 
music . . . but in my opinion, it’s totally wrong. Because, I am sure we have types 
of music that are no longer African musics, that are no longer Afro-Cuban musics, 
that are already totally Cuban musics. Even if they have the African antecedent. 

With Afro-Cuban you have to apply the scientific principle of dichotomy. 
Everybody has an African heritage in Cuba. Everybody. Me, and look I’m white. 
I have an African heritage. Everybody. So you can’t do that. Unless you accept 
that there is no such thing as a Cuban people. Cuban people don’t exist? Only 
Afro-Cuban people exist? What about our identities? We do exist! And I don’t 
feel myself African, so why call me African? No, it’s not me. I have to fight for 
my freedom now.40 
 
Dr. Alén does not suggest that the term Afro-Cuban be eliminated from 

discussions on music, but rather redefined according to the scientific method. With this 

scientific approach in mind, Alén defines Afro-Cuban as “a music that was born in 

                                                
40 Olavo Alén Rodriguez, interview by author, Havana, July 16, 2012. 
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Africa, but evolved in Cuba into a new and different typology.”41 This definition 

separates what is Afro-Cuban from what is Cuban, and allows for both typologies to co-

exist. Alén provides this example of a musical element that he considers to be Afro-

Cuban: 

Bata drums, they were born in Africa. Hourglass shaped drums, played in a set of 
three, to call Changó. You have them in Nigeria, you have them in Cuba, and you 
have them in Brazil. In Brazil, they are called candomblé, in Cuba they are called 
batá, and in Africa dùndún. Ok, who were the first ones to be born? The Brazilian 
ones? No. The Cuban ones? No. Both Brazilian and Cuban were born after the 
African ones. Why were they born after the African ones? Because the Brazilian 
people and the Cuban people wanted to reconstruct, in the New World, that 
particular African drum . . . specifically the dùndún, here [in Cuba]. Now they call 
it another thing. Here they call it batá, and there [in Brazil] they call it candomblé  
. . . They are sometimes called batá drums in Africa, but the first ones were here. 
So, it was born here and developed into another typology.42 
 
By accepting Dr. Alén’s definition of Afro-Cuban, it becomes natural to define 

Cuban music as “music that is born in Cuba.” It is through this method of analysis that 

Alén concludes, “rumba is not an Afro-Cuban music because it has no intention of 

reconstructing African art forms here in Cuba, rather to avoid them.”43 He goes on to 

explain: 

Rumba is Cuban because it’s different, totally different, to African musics. It does 
have the call-and-response of the African music, but it’s sung totally in Spanish. 
Nobody speaks Spanish in Africa. And they even call decimar, which is the ten-
stanza poetry of the Spanish people . . . How can you decimar in an African or 
Afro-Cuban type of music? No! Afro-Cuban types of music don’t go to decima, 
because decima is in Spanish. That means it’s not only sung in the language of 
Spanish, but it also behaves in the poetry of the Spanish language. Together with 
the call-and-response concept of organizing musical structures in Africa. Forms 
created by the Europeans. Binary forms like the marches, the songs. Ternary like 
the sonatas, like the minuets, and so on. So it’s a combination, a very complicated 
abstract combination, of African behaviors with European behaviors, and that 

                                                
41 Alén, interview.  
 
42 Ibid. 
 
43 Ibid. 
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could not take place in Africa, and that could not take place in Europe, it could 
only take place in the New World. In this moment I’m referring to Cuban music. 
Cuba belongs to the New World, where the settlement of Africans and Europeans 
took place, and where a very strong and abstract fusion of these two very different 
philosophies, religions, and art forms took place. A music that is particularly 
strong due to the importance of music to the Africans, due to the importance of 
music to the Europeans, which is on both sides very strong but very different, and 
for Cubans it [music] is, above all, the strongest art form in Cuba. Now, that’s my 
explanation why rumba is not an Afro-Cuban type of music. It’s not an African 
type of music. It’s a typology of music which is totally Cuban, behaves totally 
Cuban, has its antecedents both in Europe and in Africa.44 
 
In his research, Dr. Alén identifies the following five typologies of Cuban music: 

son (includes son, changüí, and guaracha), canción (includes canción and bolero), 

danzón (includes danzón, cha-cha-chá and mambo), punto guajiro (includes punto libre, 

punto fijo, and country music), and rumba (includes columbia, yambú, and guaguancó). 

Afro-Cuban music is considered to be a sixth typology that includes batá, palo, arará, 

and other forms of African born music that was preserved in Cuba.45 

While I recognize that the term Afro-Cuban (along with Afro-American, Afro-

Caribbean, and Afro-Brazilian) has become commonplace when discussing folkloric 

music of the Americas, I also agree with Dr. Alén that it is too generally applied and 

creates a dichotomy in scientific categorization. For the purpose of academic clarity, in 

this research I will refer to rumba as Cuban. This attitude was reflected by Diaz, Cane, 

and Berriel when they explained, “the rumba is a purely Cuban kind of music: It was 

born in the province of Matanzas during times of slavery, out of African and Spanish 

traditions.”46 Rumba was born in Cuba; therefore it is Cuban.  

 
                                                

44 Alén, interview. 
 
45 Ibid. 
 
46 Duran, liner notes to Cantar Maravilloso. 
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Figure 2.3. Dr. Olavo Alén Rodriguez having lunch in Chinatown in Havana, 2012. 
Photograph by Eric Hines. 
 

 

Clave as a Concept 

 

 While the word claves refers to a specific percussion instrument47, clave refers 

to the most important rhythmic governing principle in all of Cuban music. The clave is a 

repeated musical period that provides an organizing rhythmic structure to which all 

                                                
47 Claves are a pair of concussion idiophones consisting of two wooden sticks that 

are struck together. 
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rhythms in a given performance are aligned. The clave rhythm can be played, typically on 

a pair of claves or a bell, or internalized by the musicians. The RAE Diccionario de la 

lengua española provides the following definitions for clave:  

1. “Código de signos convenidos para la transmisión de mensajes secretos o 
privados” (Code of signs used for the transmission of secret or private 
messages). 

2. “Noticia o idea por la cual se hace comprensible algo que era enigmático” 
(Notice or idea that makes something enigmatic comprehensible). 

3. “Piedra con que se cierra el arco o bóveda” (The stone with which you close 
an arch or vault). 

4. “Signo que se pone al principio del pentagrama para determinar el nombre 
de las notas” (Sign placed at the beginning of a musical staff to determine 
the names of the notes). 

5. “Instrumento musical de percusión que consiste en dos palos pequeños que 
se golpean uno contra otro” (Musical percussion instrument that consists of 
two small sticks that are stuck against each other). 

6. “Persona que toca este instrument” (The person who plays said 
instrument).48 

 
 Definition number one refers to the use of clave to mean a code, as in one that 

would be used to send coded messages. Clave can also be used in a similar way to mean 

password, as in, “I need the password to log on to the WI-FI network.” The second 

definition refers to clave as a key, as in the key to solving a mystery. The third definition 

explains the use of clave in architecture. In this case, clave is the keystone that holds the 

sides of an arch or a vault together. Definition number four uses clave as the word for clef 

in music. Treble clef is known as clave de sol, while bass clef is clave de fa. The fifth and 

sixth definition shows that clave can be used to refer to both the percussion instrument, 

and the person who plays it.  

                                                
48 Real Academia Española Diccionario de la lengua española, 22nd ed., s.v. 

“clave,” accessed May 29, 2015, http://lema.rae.es/drae/?val=clave. 
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 The four clave patterns that are covered in this research are son clave (mus. ex. 

2.1), rumba clave (mus. ex. 2.2), 6/8 clave (mus. ex. 2.3), and what I call yambú clave 

(mus. ex. 2.4).  

 

Musical Example 2.1. Son clave 

 

Musical Example 2.2. Rumba clave 

 

Musical Example 2.3. 6/8 clave 

 

Musical Example 2.4. Yambú clave 

 

 

 By aligning these four patterns vertically, it can be easily observed that each 

clave is a variation on the same skeletal rhythm. The only difference between son clave 

and rumba clave is the third stroke. In rumba clave, this stroke is displaced by one eighth 

note. 6/8 clave is essentially the same as rumba clave, the difference being that rumba 

clave is played with a simple subdivision of the beat, whereas 6/8 clave is played with a 

compound subdivision of the beat. At fast tempos, these two patterns become almost 

indistinguishable from one and other. I chose the term yambú clave, because this 
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variation is typically heard in slow yambú performances. It is not, however, exclusive to 

yambú. This clave variation is also commonly used in guaguancó performances. Yambú 

clave is similar to rumba clave with the addition of two strokes, the third and fifth.  

 In 1980, the Centro de Investigación y Desarrollo de la Música Cubana 

(CIDMUC) began a massive field expedition that culminated in the production of a three-

volume publication titled Instrumentos de la música folklórico-popular de Cuba 

(Instruments of the Popular Folkloric Music of Cuba). These volumes contain illustrated 

documentation of instruments and ensembles from every corner of Cuba, along with an 

atlas of nearly one hundred maps and photographs. Then director, Dr. Olavo Alén 

Rodriguez and organographer Ana Victoria Casanova formally released the work in 

2002.49 This atlas describes yambú clave as, “toque de clave que atribuyen los rumberos 

matanceros a su estilo” (clave rhythm that is attributed to the rumberos of the Matanzas 

style).50 This rhythm is referred to as clave Matanzas in several musical examples. Son 

clave is given the description, “toque de clave que atribuyen los rumberos de La Habana 

a su estilo” (clave rhythm that is attributed to the rumberos of the Havana style).51 This 

rhythm is called clave Habana in musical examples. Rumba clave is explained as, “toque 

de clave que se emplea tanto en Matanzas como en La Habana y que algunos informantes 

                                                
49 Martha Ellen Davis and Sunni Witmer, review of Instrumentos de la música 

folklórico-popular de Cuba, by Victoria Eli Rodríguez and Ana Victoria Olivia 
Casanova, Ethnomusicology 47, no. 3 (Autumn 2003): 380-383. Accessed May 29, 2015. 
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3113941. 

 
50 Victoria Eli Rodríguez and Ana Victoria Olivia Casanova, Instrumentos de la 

música folklórico-popular de Cuba, vol. 1 (Havana: CIDMUC, 1997), 62.  
 
51 Ibid.  
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identifican como “la clave del guaguancó” (clave rhythm that is used in both Matanzas 

and Havana and that some informants have identified as “the clave of guaguancó”).52  

 Musical example 2.5 illustrates three common terms that are associated with 

clave. Tresillo refers to the rhythmic cell that comprises the first three strokes of son 

clave. This rhythm is common throughout African and Latin-American music. Bombo is 

a term that is often applied to the second stroke of the tresillo rhythm. The term bombo 

refers to a bass drum that often accents this stroke. The word ponche (punch) is given to 

the third stroke of the tresillo. This pulse is a common target for ensemble pops in 

popular Latin dancehall music. Both bombo and ponche are frequently used in 

discussions and writings on Cuban bass playing, as they are the primary anchor points for 

most tumbaos (bass ostinatos).  

 

Musical Example 2.5. Tresillo, bombo, and ponche 
 
   Tresillo 

  
   Bombo          Ponche  

 

 Clave is often considered a “call and response” rhythm, and can be separated 

into two groupings of strokes. The three strokes of the tresillo (or tresillo variant) are 

grouped together and called the “three” side, while the remaining group of two notes is 

termed the “two” side. Because of this call and response relationship, clave is frequently 

notated as a two-measure rhythm, with the “three side” in one measure and the “two side” 

                                                
52 Eli and Olivia, 62.  
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in the other. All of the clave examples in musical examples 2.1-2.4 are shown with the 

“three side” first, followed by the “two side”. This orientation is commonly referred to as 

3:2 clave. If the measures are reversed, with the “two side” first and the “three side” 

second, it is often called 2:3 clave. Musical example 2.6 illustrates the son clave rhythm 

in both 3:2 and 2:3 position. Note that, in yambú clave, the “three side” actually contains 

four strokes, while the “two side” contains three strokes. The rhythm, however, is clearly 

built around the skeletal structure of rumba clave, making the two sides easily 

identifiable. This logic is also applied when identifying the “three side” and “two side” of 

piano guajeos, bass tumbaos, paila rhythms, and other instrumental or vocal rhythms. 

The “three side” is sometimes referred to as fuerte (strong), while the “two side” is 

considered to be débil (weak). 

 

Musical Example 2.6. Son clave in 3:2 and 2:3 
 

3:2 Son Clave 

 
2:3 Son Clave 

  

  

 Many Cuban compositions utilize melodic and harmonic rhythmic phrasing that 

grounds a song in either a 3:2 or 2:3 feel. It is not uncommon for clave direction to 

change throughout the course of a single song; in fact, this is one of the most beautiful 

elements of clave-based music. Traditionally, clave always alternates between the “two 

side” and the “three side”, and rarely would either of the sides be doubled. If the 
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perceived clave direction changes within a performance, it is usually through the 

utilization of odd measured phrases. A singer can simply sing the first phrase of the song 

beginning on the “three side”, and begin the second phrase on the “two side”, completely 

changing the feel of the music.  

 

Rhythmic Terminology 

 

 There are several rhythmic terms used in this document that often receive 

varying definitions. For the purpose of this research, I define “hemiola” as: rhythmic 

patterns that extend over the bar line, giving the illusion of a metric modulation. Musical 

example 2.7 shows two examples of hemiola patterns. The first example is notated in cut 

time. The position of the accents over this stream of quarter note triplets results in a 

repeated four-stroke rhythmic cell that appears to cross over the bar line. Without any 

reference rhythms, it would be difficult for a listener to determine the appropriate meter 

for this example. The second example shows a similar effect, this time notated in 6/8 

meter. 

 

Musical Example 2.7. Hemiola examples  
 

Ex. 1 

 
Ex. 2 
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 When referring to the term “polyrhythm” I follow the following definition from 

Stefan Kostka and Dorothy Payne: “A musical texture in which the listener is made 

aware of two or more contrasting rhythmic streams.”53 Musical example 2.8 shows two 

examples of polyrhythms. The first measure contains a rhythmic figure in which five 

strokes are played in the span of two half notes. This can be called “five over two” or 5:2. 

The second measure shows three strokes spaced evenly over the span of four quarter 

notes. This can be called “three over four” or 3:4.  

 

Musical Example 2.8. Polyrhythm examples 
 
   5:2     3:4 

  

 

 I use the term “simple beat” to refer to a beat that divides into two equal parts, 

such as a half note or quarter note pulse in 2/2, 4/4, or 3/4 time signatures. When using 

the term “compound beat”, I am referring to a beat that divides into three equal parts, 

such as a dotted quarter note pulse in 6/8, 12/8, or 9/8 time signatures.  

 

 

 

 

                                                
53 Stefan Kostka and Dorothy Payne, Tonal Harmony, 5th ed. (New York: 

McGraw-Hill, 2004), 504. 
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Conga Technique 

 

 There are six basic conga tones that are utilized in the transcriptions contained 

in this document. The tones are as follows: 

1.   Bass: The lowest pitch of the drum, achieved by a blow to the center of the 
head with the full palm and fingers of the hand. 

2.   Open: The tone of maximum head resonance, achieved by striking the edge of 
the head with the four fingers of the hand and allowing it to ring. 

3.   Muffled: A stifled open tone, achieved by keeping the fingers in contact with 
the surface of the head after the stroke. 

4.   Slap (open/closed): The highest frequency tone, achieved by allowing the 
fingertips to strike the head like the crack of a whip. To produce a closed slap, 
the fingertips remain in contact with the head. For an open slap, the fingertips 
rebound off of the head. 

5.   Heel toe: Alternation between heel strokes and toe strokes, much like a tap 
dancer. A heel stroke is essentially the same as a bass tone. To produce a toe 
stroke, the hand pivots in a hinge motion from the base of the palm allowing 
the fingers to strike near center of the head. 

6.   Finger touches/ghost notes: These strokes are produced lightly with the index 
fingers at the edge of the drumhead. They are typically used as 
embellishments or grace notes.  
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CHAPTER 3: NOTATION SYSTEMS 

  

 Throughout the literature on rumba percussion, there are various approaches to 

notation. Developing an accurate method for notating rumba rhythms is a challenge due 

to the fact that these rhythms are not traditionally notated. In Cuba, rumba percussion 

techniques are learned through aural tradition. To this day, most rumberos do not have a 

standardized system for writing their music. In this chapter, I will present several 

approaches to rumba notation that are found in the literature. These systems will be 

compared and contrasted before I ultimately explain the notation system that will be used 

in this document.  

 

Standard Notation 

 

 The following six musical examples are of rumba percussion notation using the 

standard Western notation system. The first example (mus.ex. 3.1) comes from the book 

Timba Funk by David Garibaldi, Jesús Diaz, and Michael Spiro.54 This is a guaguancó 

percussion score. The music is written in 4/4 meter with a percussion clef. This system 

uses a two-bar clave in 3:2, but there is no indication of direction. Instruments are scored 

from top to bottom in the following order: palitos (guagua or wooden surface struck with 

sticks), quinto (high conga), segundo (middle conga), and salidor (low conga). All parts 

are written on a five-line staff. The palitos part uses square-shaped note heads with notes 

on space three indicating left hand strokes, and notes above the fifth line indicating right 

hand strokes. The quinto part is written with slash notation and an indication that it is to 
                                                

54 Garibaldi, Diaz, and Spiro, 19. 



 50 

be improvised. The notes for the segundo are positioned on the third space, while notes 

for the salidor are written on the second space. The conga notation utilizes a combination 

of note head shapes and letters to indicate tones. “X” shaped note heads indicate slap 

tones, while normal note heads are used for all other tones. Letters, indicating tones, are 

positioned on the second lyrics line below the staff, beneath the letters that indicate 

stickings.55 “S” is for slap, “B” for bass, “T” for toe, and “O” for open. The letters “R” 

and “L” are used to indicate right and left hand strokes.  

 

Musical Example 3.1. Standard notation example from Timba Funk 

 
© 1999 Alfred Music, used with permission 

 

                                                
55 Even though sticks are not typically used to play congas in rumba, the term 

“stickings” is still used when referring to which hands (right or left) are to strike the 
drum.  
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 The second example (mus.ex. 3.2) is taken from the book Afro-Cuban Rhythms 

for Drumset by Frank Malabe and Bob Weiner.56 These are guaguancó conga parts for 

the salidor (low drum) and Seis por ocho (middle drum). Both parts are notated on a five-

line staff, in 4/4 time, and with a percussion clef. This system uses a two-bar clave with 

no indication of direction. The notes for the low drum are positioned on the first space, 

while the notes for the middle drum are on the second space. Combinations of note head 

shapes and letters are used to indicate tones. In this case, an “X” shaped note head can 

indicate either a slap or a bass tone. Normal note heads are used to indicate open tones. 

Letters that indicate tones are positioned above the staff, while letters that indicate 

stickings are below the staff. The letter “P” is for a bass tone played with the palm down, 

“S” is for slap, and “O” is for open. “R” and “L” are used to indicate right and left hand 

strokes.  

 

Musical Example 3.2. Standard notation example from Afro-Cuban Rhythms for Drumset 
 

 
     © 1990 Alfred Music, used with permission 
                                                

56 Frank Malabe and Bob Weiner, Afro-Cuban Rhythms for Drumset (Van Nuys, 
CA: Alfred, 1990), 35. 
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 Example number three (mus.ex. 3.3) comes from the book Rumba Quinto by 

David Peñalosa.57 This is an excerpt from a quinto transcription. It uses a five-line staff in 

4/4 time with no clef. This system uses a one bar clave, with both the “three” and “two” 

sides contained in a single measure. The clave direction is 3:2. Normal shaped note heads 

on the first space indicate open tones, while triangle shaped note heads on space four 

indicate slaps.  

 
 
Musical Example 3.3. Standard notation example from Rumba Quinto 
 

 
© 2010 Bembe Books, used with permission 

                                                
57 Peñalosa, 62. 
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 The excerpt in musical example 3.4 is from the book The Essence of Afro-

Cuban Percussion and Drum Set by Ed Uribe.58 This is a guaguancó conga score. The 

music is written in cut time with a percussion clef. This system uses a two-bar clave in 

3:2. The clave is written above the score for reference. The drums are scored with the 

salidor (low drum) at the top, Seis por ocho (middle drum) in the middle, and the quinto 

at the bottom. All parts are written on a single line staff, with all note heads positioned on 

the line. All note heads are of the normal shape. The letters used to indicate tones are 

positioned above the staff, while letters indicating stickings are below the staff. The letter 

“H” indicates a heel stroke, “T” is for toe, “B” for bass, “O” for open, “P” for palm, and 

“S” for slap. “R” and “L” indicate right and left hand strokes.  

 

Musical Example 3.4. Standard notation example from The Essence of Afro-Cuban 
Percussion and Drum Set 
 

 
        © 1996 Alfred Music, used with permission 

                                                
58 Uribe, 98.  
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 Musical example 3.5 is taken from the book The Soul of Rumba by Enildo 

Rasúa Vall-Llosera.59 This is a quinto transcription written in cut time with a percussion 

clef on a two-line staff. This system uses a two-bar clave in 3:2. Notes positioned on the 

top line are to be played on the quinto with the left hand, while notes on the bottom line 

are to be played on the quinto with the right hand. Notes positioned on the first ledger 

line below the staff are to be played on a seis por ocho (medium sized conga). Seis por 

ocho strokes are sometimes indicated with an “l” for left hand, but most are not assigned 

a letter. Tones are indicated with note head shapes. Normal note heads (filled in) are open 

tones, “X” shaped note heads are closed slaps, circled “X” shaped heads are muted slaps 

(with the idle hand on the head), parenthetical “X” shaped heads are open slaps, diamond 

shaped heads are muffled tones, “half note style” note heads are bass tones, and 

parenthetical “half note style” heads are muted bass tones. Stems without heads indicate 

ghost notes that are to be played with the fingertips. Grace notes are written as small 

eighth notes with a single slash through the stem. Vocal cues are included above the staff. 

 The excerpts shown in musical example 3.6 are from the book The Tomás Cruz 

Conga Method, volume one, by Tomás Cruz, Kevin Moore, Mike Gerald, and Orlando 

Fiol.60 These examples show two conga patterns. The top pattern is for a single drum, and 

the bottom pattern is for two drums. Both examples are written in common time with a 

percussion clef and five-line staff. This system uses a one-bar clave in 2:3, with no 

indication of direction. Notes that are to be played on the higher drum are indicated on  

 
                                                

59 Enildo Rasúa Vall-Llosera, The Soul of Rumba (Barcelona: Enildo Rasúa, 
2010), 46.  

 
60 Tomás Cruz, Kevin Moore, Mike Gerald, and Orlando Fiol, The Tomás Cruz 

Conga Method, vol. 1 (Pacific, MO: Mel Bay, 2004), 54.  
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Musical Example 3.5. Standard notation example from The Soul of Rumba 

 
© 2010 Enildo Rasúa 

 

the fourth space, while notes to be played on the lower drum are placed on the first space. 

A combination of note head shapes and letters are used to indicate tones. Upside down 

triangle shaped note heads indicate bass tones, while normal triangles indicate toe 

strokes. Circled “X” shaped note heads indicate slaps, and normal shaped note heads 

represent open tones. The letters used to denote tones are placed on the first lyric line 

below the staff, while letters indicating stickings are placed on the second lyric line. “B” 

is used for bass, “T” for toe, “S” for slap, and “O” for open. “R” and “L” indicate right 

and left hand strokes. 
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Musical Example 3.6. Standard notation example from The Tomás Cruz Conga Method, 
vol. 1 
 

 
© 2004 Mel Bay, used with permission 

 

Box Notation 

 

 Box notation is a system that was created for conga drummers who do not read 

traditional Western notation. Musical example 3.7 shows several box notation scores 

taken from the box notation appendix to the book Rumba Quinto.61 This system uses 

rows of boxes that are to be read from left to right. The bottom row of boxes contains 

roman numerals that represent beats, and syllables that represent beat subdivisions. 

Additional rows of boxes are stacked above the beat references. These upper boxes 

contain letters that represent conga tones. The double row of boxes at the top of example 

1: 2 (mus.ex. 3.7) shows a quinto transcription written in compound quadruple meter. A 

                                                
61 Peñalosa, 149.  
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complete measure of beats and subdivisions is labeled “1 + a 2 + a 3 + a 4 + a”. The 

upper row of boxes contains the letters “O” for open tone and “S” for slap. Each tone 

symbol is aligned with the beat or subdivision on which it is to be sounded. Example 1: 6 

(mus.ex. 3.7) shows box notation in simple quadruple meter. In this example, a complete 

measure of beats and subdivisions is labeled “1 e + a 2 e + a 3 e + a 4 e + a”. Example 1: 

7 (mus.ex. 3.7) uses box notation to notate for two separate instruments. The bottom row 

of boxes contains beat numbers and subdivisions. The middle row contains “X” symbols, 

indicating clave strokes, while the top row contains letters that indicate quinto tones.  

 

Musical Example 3.7. Box notation examples from Rumba Quinto 

 
© 2010 Bembe Books, used with permission 
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Other Notation Systems 

 

 A myriad of unique and original approaches to conga notation is found in hand 

percussion method books. Musical example 3.8 is of a graphic notation system that is 

used in the book Rumba: Afro-Cuban Conga Drum Improvisation by Cliff Brooks.62 

 

Musical Example 3.8. Other notation system example from Rumba: Afro-Cuban Conga 
Drum Improvisation  
 

 
© 2001 Mel Bay, used with permission 

 

                                                
62 Cliff Brooks, Rumba: Afro-Cuban Conga Drum Improvisation (Pacific, MO: 

Mel Bay, 2001), 68.  
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 This is a quinto solo transcription in simple duple meter. At the top of each line 

of music is a sequence of underlined numbers and “+” signs that indicate beats and 

subdivisions. A complete measure is written as “1 + 2 + 3 + 4 +”. Vertical lines are 

drawn under each beat. In this case, beat one is indicated below the number “1” and beat 

two is indicated below the number “3”. Symbols, indicating quinto tones, are positioned 

under their corresponding beat or subdivision. The symbol “>” indicates an open slap, 

“O” is for open tone, “>” is for closed slap, and “fl” indicates a flam.  

 The next example (mus.ex. 3.9) is also taken from Rumba: Afro-Cuban Conga 

Drum Improvisation.63 This notation system is similar to the previous example (mus.ex. 

3.8); however, it is written in columns that are to be read from bottom to top. The  

 

Musical Example 3.9. Other notation system example from Rumba: Afro-Cuban Conga 
Drum Improvisation 
 

 
© 2001 Mel Bay, used with permission 

                                                
63 Brooks, 44.  
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justification of the quinto tone symbols determines which hand they are to be played 

with. Symbols that are right justified are to be played with the right hand, while symbols 

that are left justified are to played with the left hand. 

 

Notation System Used in This Document 

 

 Review of the notation techniques in musical examples 3.1-3.9 reveals many of 

the issues created by the lack of a standardized system for notating rumba percussion 

music. Without a standardized guide, authors are faced with the challenge of creating 

their own method of notating elements such as rhythm, sticking, and conga tones. 

Additional decisions must be made regarding meter, one-bar versus two-bar clave, score 

order, and staff type.  

 Musical example 3.10 shows the key for understanding the conga notation 

system used in this document. My notation system was developed under the guiding 

principle that, the less information given for the reader to process, the easier it is to read 

the notation. This system uses a combination of normal shaped note heads, and “X” 

shaped note heads. “X” shapes are used for slaps, while normal note heads are used for 

all other tones. All notes are written with the stems up, and letters that indicate tones are 

positioned below the notes. The letter “H” is used to indicate a heel stroke, “T” for toe, 

“B” for bass, “M” for muffled, and “F” for finger stroke. A normal shaped note head with 

no letter attached indicates an open tone. An “X” shaped note head with no letter attached 

indicates a closed slap, while an “X” shaped note head with the letter “O” attached 

indicates an open slap. Grace notes are written as miniature eighth notes with a slash 
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through the stem, or as miniature beamed sixteenth note groupings. When reading grace 

note figures, the tone of the primary stroke also applies to the grace note that precedes it. 

If it is intended for the grace note tones to differ from that of the primary stroke, tone 

indication letters are positioned below each grace note.  

 

Musical Example 3.10. Key for the conga notation used in this document 

  

 

 Musical example 3.11 shows my system for determining staff assignments for 

congas. These systems are used when one drummer is required to play one or more 

congas. When writing for a single drum, I use a single line staff with the notes positioned 

above the line. When writing for two congas, I also use a single line staff. Notes to be 

played on the higher conga are positioned above the line, while notes that are to be 

played on the lower conga are positioned below the line. When writing for three or more 

congas, I use a five-line staff. Notes are positioned on the spaces of the staff, with low-to-

high pitched drums placed from the bottom to the top of the staff. If writing for three 

drums, I use spaces two, three, and four. When writing for four drums, I use spaces one, 

two, three, and four. If five drums are required, the highest pitched drum is positioned 

above the staff. For situations that require more than five drums, a sixth note can be 
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placed below the staff, and the staff can be extended in either direction with the use of 

ledger lines. The five-line staff example, shown in musical example 3.11, shows how I 

position notes when one player is to play five congas. The requinto is the highest pitched 

drum, and the super tumba is the lowest.  

 

Musical Example 3.11. Staff assignments for congas 
 

Staff assignments for two congas 

 
 

Staff assignments for five congas 

 

 

 Musical example 3.12 exemplifies the way in which I score for rumba 

percussion. I use a two-bar clave system because it helps me to quickly identify where 

each side of the clave begins and ends. This approach is useful for music that begins on 

the “two side”, or shifts between a 3:2 and 2:3 feel. I always notate rumba in cut time 

because, regardless of the tempo, I hear this music as having four beats per clave, which 

translates to two beats per measure. I prefer cut time over 2/4 because I find a half note 

beat to be more pleasing to the eye, and easily readable, than a quarter note beat.  
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Musical Example 3.12 Sample rumba percussion score 
 

 

 

 My rumba percussion score is divided into two staff systems. The upper staff 

system contains idiophones, while the lower system contains membranophones. 

Instruments are scored from top to bottom by pitch. The highest pitched instruments are 

positioned at the top of each system, while the lowest pitched instruments are at the 

bottom. This results in the claves being at the top of the staff, which provides a 

convenient reference. Under the claves is the guagua, or any idiophone that is struck with 

sticks (palitos, cata, jam block, etc.). At the bottom of the upper staff system is the 

chékere, or any idiophone that is shaken or scraped (maruga, maracas, güiro, etc.). The 

bottom staff system contains the drums. The high, medium, and low congas are 

positioned, respectively, at the top, middle, and bottom of the system.  

 All instruments are notated with a percussion clef and a single line staff. All 

notes are positioned above the staff line with the stems up. For congas, letters that 

indicate tones are positioned on the first lyric line below the staff, while letters that 
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indicate stickings are positioned on the second lyric line. For all other instruments, 

stickings are indicated on the first lyric line below the staff. Stickings are only indicated 

in transcriptions for which a video is available, or when they are being provided as a 

suggestion.  
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CHAPTER 4: HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Brief History of Cuba 

 

 In order to fully understand Cuban rumba, one must be aware of the historical 

and socio-political environment from which the genre was born. On October 28th, 1492, 

Cristóbal Colón landed on the island of Cuba during his first voyage of discovery.64 At 

that time, the indigenous inhabitants of Cuba included (in order of prominence) the 

Taíno, Ciboney, and Guanahatabey. The Encyclopædia Britannica states that “by the 

time of the Spanish conquest, the Taíno constituted nine-tenths of Cuba’s inhabitants. 

Estimates of the total indigenous population at the beginning of the 16th century vary 

widely and range as high as 600,000; however, the most likely total was about 75,000.”65 

In 1511, Diego Velázquez de Cuéllar formed the first Spanish settlement in Cuba and, as 

early as 1513, the first African slaves arrived.66 According to Britannica, “by the 1550s 

only some 3,000 scattered individuals [of the indigenous tribes] remained, their 

communities having been wiped out by European diseases, severe treatment, and 

unhealthy working conditions (particularly in the Spanish gold mines), starvation 

resulting from low agricultural productivity, and suicides. Their only surviving 

descendants today may be a few families based in the Sierra del Purial of easternmost 

                                                
64 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s.v. "Cuba," accessed June 5, 2015, 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/145542/Cuba/233435/Cultural-institutions. 
 
65 Ibid.  

 
66 Ibid.  
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Cuba.”67 With the decimation of the indigenous tribes, the Spanish turned to Africa for 

the bulk of their labor force. 

 

Slave Trade 

 

 When the first African slaves arrived in the Americas in the early sixteenth 

century, they brought with them strong traditions of drumming, dance, and song. These 

traditions were kept alive, manifesting themselves in similar but distinct forms, in every 

American country that used slaves. The fusion of African slave culture with that of their 

European masters resulted in musical styles such as the samba in Brazil, bomba and 

plena in Puerto Rico, calypso and soca in Trinidad and Tobago, merengue in the 

Dominican Republic, blues and jazz in the United States, cumbia in Colombia, and 

countless others.  

 In Cuba, more so than in any other colony in the Americas, African derived 

sacred and secular music was able to develop on a large scale. This may be due to the fact 

that the predominantly male Spanish colonizers in Cuba were less concerned about what 

their slaves did in their off time than their more oppressive European counterparts in 

other American countries. Dr. Alén comments that the Spanish were, “harder on the whip 

and softer on the mind,”68 while the opposite was true of the British. In the United States, 

for example, entire Protestant families were emigrating to escape religious persecution 

and begin new lives for themselves. These families wanted nothing to do with the 

                                                
67 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s.v. "Cuba," accessed June 5, 2015, 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/145542/Cuba/233435/Cultural-institutions. 
 

68 Alén, interview.  
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“savage” practices of their slaves. Therefore, a strong effort was made to suppress and 

outlaw African traditions, including music. Cuba, however, was used primarily as a 

central Caribbean shipping port until the eighteenth century when sugar plantations 

became a major industry. Cuba was not a place for Spanish families to relocate, but rather 

a strategic military station that could be exploited for its natural resources. The Spanish 

slave masters in Cuba did not care much about what their slaves did, as long as they did 

their work. They were allowed to play their drums at night, if it meant that they would be 

better workers in the morning. Because of this, the slaves of Cuba were able to preserve 

many African song and dance rituals, resulting in new Afro-Cuban art forms.  

 

Bantu 

 

 The slaves of Cuba came from West and Central Africa, and represented a wide 

range of ethnic groups. According to Dr. Alén, the four major groups were the Bantu, 

Dahomey, Calabar, and Yoruba.69 Alén affirms that the Bantu group was among the first 

to arrive in Cuba.70 The term “Bantu” is a general label that refers to a major African 

linguistic group, encompassing over five hundred distinct languages.71 According to 

Africana: The Encyclopedia of the African and African American Experience, “the 

Bantus brought to Cuba as slaves were predominantly from Angola and the ancient 

                                                
69 Alén, interview.  

 
70 Ibid.  
 
71 Encyclopædia Britannica Online, s.v. "Bantu peoples," accessed June 6, 2015, 

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/52221/Bantu-peoples. 
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Kingdom of Kongo.”72 In Cuba, members of this group came to be called “Congos”, and 

to this day, Cubans use the terms “Congo” and “Los Congoleses”. 

 
 

 

Figure 4.1. Map of Africa showing regions of origin for major Cuban slave groups 
  

 The Bantu group was able to preserve several African musical traditions in 

Cuba, most notably yuka, palo, and makuta. Yuka is a secular art form that uses three 

drums, along with auxiliary percussion instruments. The drums are built to small, 

medium, and large sizes, producing high, medium, and low pitches. The large drum is 

                                                
72 Anthony Appiah and Henry Louis Gates, eds., Africana: The Encyclopedia of 

the African and African American Experience, Illustrated ed., (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2005), 538.  
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called the caja, the medium sized drum is the mula, and the smallest drum is the 

cachimbo. The yuka percussion section also includes a guataca (hoe blade), two sticks on 

the wooden surface of the large drum, and nkembi (small metal or gourd rattles worn on 

the wrists of the lead drummer). The yuka also features a dance in which a man pursues a 

woman, using a pelvic thrust gesture that is similar to the vacunao in guaguancó.  

 The palo drumming style comes from the sacred Regla de Palo, which is the 

second most widely practiced African derived religion in Cuba, after the Regla de Ocha 

or Santería. The instrumentation for palo uses three drums, also called the caja, mula, 

and cachimbo, along with a guataca, and sticks on the sides of the large drum. 

 The makuta is a sacred drumming style that uses two barrel shaped drums, built 

from wooden staves. These drums have a skin head on one end and are open on the other. 

Many believe the makuta drums to be the predecessors of the tumbadoras, or modern day 

congas. The makuta also uses two sticks on the sides of the large drum, a guataca, and 

nkembi.  

 The word “rumba” itself is believed to be of Bantu origin. Dr. Alén states that 

“rumba” comes from “mba”, which, in Bantu, can mean a party with drums, music, and 

dance.73 This phoneme is contained in many Caribbean words associated with music, 

such as samba, tumbadora, tumba, timba, bomba, marimba, and zabumba. 

 

Dahomey 

 

 The Dahomey group was among the middle period groups of African slaves to 

arrive in Cuba. According to Alén, “Dahomey” was the name for a factory in Africa from 
                                                

73 Alén, interview.  
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which these particular slaves were bought.74 The ethnicity of their slaves was of little 

importance to the Spanish colonizers. If a slave was bought at the Dahomey factory, he 

was considered to be Dahomey. This group of slaves was brought to Cuba from a region 

on the southwest border of Nigeria that was once the Dahomey kingdom (modern day 

Benin). The Dahomey group included the Arará, among many other ethnic groups. 

 The Arará is a religious group with a distinct musical tradition. The Arará 

percussion section includes three single-headed barrel drums, played with combinations 

of hands and sticks, along with an iron bell or guataca, and various types of rattles.  

 

Calabar 

 

 Another middle period slave group was the Calabar. Calabar, like Dahomey, 

was the name of the factory in Africa where these slaves were purchased.75 The Calabar 

slaves were brought to Cuba from a region in southern Nigeria on the eastern bank of the 

Calabar River, near the border of present day Cameroon. Alén states that these slaves 

came to be called “Carabalí” in Cuba, a phonetic distortion of the word “Calabar”.76 The 

Calabar encompassed many ethnic groups, along with the Ñañigos, an African 

brotherhood that became known as the Abakuá society in Cuba.  

 The secret fraternity of the Abakuá practice many guarded rituals and music 

traditions. The typical Abakuá percussion section is called biankomeko. The biankomeko 

includes three small drums that are held under the arm and played with one hand. The 
                                                

74 Alén, interview. 
 
75 Ibid.  

 
76 Ibid.  
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names of these drums are the Obi apá, Kuchi yeremá, and biankomé. The ensemble also 

includes a large lead drum called the Bonkó enchemiyá, along with an ekón (cowbell), 

itones (sticks on the side of the large drum), and erikundi (two woven basket shakers that 

are similar to the Brazilian caxixi).  

 

Yoruba 

 

 The Yoruba people were among the last African slaves brought to Cuba. 

According to Alén, these slaves were purchased from a factory called Ulkami on the 

southern coast of Nigeria.77 Many Yoruban prisoners of war were sold from this factory 

in the late eighteenth century. Alén explains that the word “Ulkami” became “Lucumí” in 

Cuba, yet another phonetic distortion. The name “Lucumí” came to be applied to Cuban 

slaves of Yoruba origin. To this day, Lucumí is also a widely used term for the religion of 

the Yoruba people, more commonly known as Santería. The Yoruba remain today as the 

ethnic group of the greatest cultural dominance in Cuba. The musical traditions of 

Yoruba origin include batá, güiro, and bembé.  

 Batá is a drumming tradition that comes from the sacred ceremonies of the 

Santería religion. The three drums of the batá ensemble are hourglass shaped, with a 

large head on one side and a smaller head on the other. The drums are placed on the lap 

of the drummer and played with one hand on each head. The largest drum is called the 

iyá, the medium sized drum is the itótele, and the smallest drum is the okónkolo. The iyá 

is typically adorned with bells, and the singer often plays a rattle, called an acheré. 

                                                
77 Alén, interview. 
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 Güiro is a half sacred and half secular musical tradition that utilizes three 

chékeres of large, medium, and small size. The large chékere is called the caja, the 

medium is the segundo, and the small is the golpe. This ensemble also includes an iron 

bell or guataca, and a barrel drum or tumbadora.  

 The bembé is a musical tradition that is used to sing secular songs to the 

orichas, who are the saints of the Santería religion. This art form can use one or more 

barrel drums or tumbadoras, along with an iron bell or guataca, and a chékere.  

 

Commonalities in Afro-Cuban Music Traditions 

 

 A brief glance at the general characteristics of the major Afro-Cuban music 

traditions reveals many commonalities. When rumba was cultivated in the late nineteenth 

century, the early rumberos would have been familiar with all of the African folkloric 

traditions that had been preserved in Cuba since the beginning of the slave trade. Many of 

the commonalities found in these traditions were absorbed into rumba. Some of the more 

obvious commonalities include the use of high, medium, and low pitched drums, a bell 

pattern or clave concept, the use of sticks against the sides of the large drum, various 

types of shakers and rattles such as chékeres and nkembi, the concept of a lead drum with 

accompanying drums, voice combined with percussion ensemble, call-and-response 

elements, and the incorporation of dance. 
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CHAPTER 5: ORIGIN OF RUMBA 

 

 There is disagreement among historians as to where, and when, rumba 

originated. Some believe that it was born in the countryside, near the sugar plantations in 

the provinces of La Habana and Matanzas (particularly the cities of Unión de Reyes and 

Cárdenas). Others believe that it began in the port districts of the cities of Matanzas and 

Havana (see fig. 5.1). Most scholars agree that the earliest form of rumba appeared in the 

second half of the 1880s. Slavery in Cuba was officially ended by royal decree on 

October 7th, 1886,78 making it the last country in the Americas to halt the exploitation of 

unpaid laborers. Overnight, an entire population, who had been oppressed for centuries, 

was free. While this decree marked the end of an era of injustice, it also created a new 

social and economic problem for both Cuba, and newly freed former slaves. Without a 

home, food, employment, money, or means for survival, large numbers of former slaves 

migrated from the rural plantations toward the cities of Matanzas and Havana in search of 

opportunity. Out from the midst of this exodus, rumba emerged. 

Between the years 1880 and 1900, several early styles of rumba developed in the 

provinces and the cities of Matanzas and Havana. The ports of these cities employed a 

large number of dockworkers, which became a sought-after job for many former slaves. 

It is in the crowded habitations, bars, and streets surrounding these port districts that the 

early rumba thrived. Lucy Duran provides the following description of Matanzas: 

Behind the delicious tranquility of this former colonial Spanish port lies one of 
the strongest traditions of African culture in the Caribbean. Matanzas was a place 
where slaves of Yoruba, Calabar, and Congo descent maintained with rigorous 

                                                
78 Rebecca Jarvis Scott, Slave Emancipation in Cuba: The Transition to Free 

Labor, 1860-1899 (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh, 2000), 196.  
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pride and purity their language, their religion, and their music. Today, Matanzas is 
most famous for two things – the rumba, and the Muñequitos de Matanzas.79 

 
 
           Havana             Matanzas       Cárdenas 

 
               Unión de Reyes 

Figure 5.1. Map of Cuba showing important regions for early rumba 
 

 

 
 
Figure 5.2. Train station in the city of Matanzas. Photograph by Eric Hines. 
                                                

79 Duran, liner notes to Cantar Maravilloso.  
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 As former slaves made their way into the cities, they took shelter in abandoned 

homes and other structures. Many of these buildings were Spanish colonial style 

complexes, with two floors of rooms arranged in a square perimeter around a central 

courtyard. An entryway, usually large enough to accommodate a horse and carriage, led 

into the courtyard from the street. Dr. Alén explains that these structures were originally 

intended for a single family.80 The rooms surrounding the courtyard would function as 

the bedrooms, kitchen, dining room, library, study, bathroom, etc. When these abandoned 

structures were taken over by the displaced former slaves, each room became the home 

for an entire extended family. It was not uncommon to have thirty people living in a 

single room. These crowded, tenement style habitations became known as solares. When 

the stifling tropical heat made conditions in these rooms unbearable, the central courtyard 

became a place for relief. The courtyard of the solar became a place for socialization and 

recreation, along with the first rumbones (parties with drums, singing, and dancing).  

Rumba became a means for secular social expression. This practice of singing, 

dancing, and drumming was a way for black Cubans to come together and celebrate life, 

while providing a voice for their struggle to survive as the world was changing around 

them. Rumba was something new and distinctly Cuban. Diaz, Cane, and Berriel 

emphasize the social importance of rumba: 

Everyone in Matanzas is a rumbero. Any fiesta you go to there – weddings, saint 
days, birthdays, or an ordinary party – as the evening goes on, and the atmosphere 
is getting hot, someone will start up the rumba rhythm: they clap their hands or 
play on a pair of claves or a substitute, like wooden spoons; others will pick up 
the beat on a table or box; someone else starts singing “Belebele” signaling a 
vocal solo, then they’re into the Montuno (chorus), and, boom, they’re playing 

                                                
80 Alén, interview.  
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rumba! We even say goodbye to the dead with the rumba. The rumba is in our 
soul.81 
 
 

 

Figure 5.3. Solar del 11 in el barrio Ataré in Havana’s El Cerro borough, 2012. An 
important place for early rumba. Photograph by Eric Hines. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 5.4. Solar del 11, looking to the right. Photograph by Eric Hines. 

                                                
81 Duran, liner notes to Cantar Maravilloso.  
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 The early rumberos made a conscious effort to avoid the religious connotations 

of Afro-Cuban traditions, and create something purely for entertainment and 

socialization. This new art form was the first major genre of music to be cultivated by 

free black Cubans, and it became the foundation for all Cuban dance music that was to 

follow.  

 

Instrumentation 

 

 The original instrumentation for rumba consisted of domestic objects. The 

rumberos did not have money to afford instruments, so they had to make music with 

whatever was available to them. Additionally, the police often banned “African” drums in 

an effort to “keep the peace” and silence the loud drumming and singing traditions that 

were happening in the city. The first rumba instruments were objects such as tabletops, 

dresser drawers, leather-seated stools, bottles, spoons, and any wooden surface that could 

be used to produce a good sound. Dr. Alén discusses the construction of the early rumba 

instruments: 

Drum construction here, in rumba, was totally different . . . Imagine now, you 
live in a solar. Let’s say in the city of Matanzas, 1887, and you want to make a 
party, and you need a musical instrument . . . You can’t buy a guitar, and you 
can’t buy a piano. Not only can you not afford it, but you can’t play it! So, what 
you need is a drum.  
 OK, so how do you get a drum? I mean, you use first the beating on a 
table, on a chair, but now you want to have your drum for THAT music. Every 
Saturday you join together, and you say, “OK, let’s look for a drum.” Now, 
when they go out of their solar, you stand at the door of your solar, in the street. 
You look. What do you see? . . . House, house, house… And, of course, a tree. 
Because, in the cities you find trees, also. A tree, house, house… So, you want 
to make a drum. How do you construct a drum? You go, and you chop down a 
tree. You chop off a piece of the trunk, you hollow it with fire and put a skin on 
top of it, you’re pulled aside, the police come, and they put you in jail. You 
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can’t chop down a tree in the middle of the city . . . If you’re in the countryside, 
nobody cares that you chopped down a tree in the middle of the jungle, but in 
the city, no, you can’t chop down a tree. So you have to find another way to 
make your drum.  
 Lets go again. You step outside… A house, a house, a house, a tree, 
forget about the tree, a house, a house, a house, a market place. A bodega. You 
walk to the bodega. You look. You find out what’s going on. Your purpose is 
making a drum, so you look, and you look, and you look. You observe the 
people and how they move. Somebody goes up and buys something. You don’t 
have money for buying nothing, so you can’t approach the bodega in that way, 
so you just look. Until you see that, in one part of the bodega, the man, the 
owner, is putting away the empty boxes that he’s going to throw away. So you 
figure that out, and you ask the man, “Are you the owner?”, “Yes.”, “Are you 
gonna throw away those boxes?”, “Yes.”, “You want me to throw them away 
for you for a nickel?”, “Yes.” Now you have lunch, and a drum. Both.  
 Take the boxes. You don’t throw them away, you bring them to your 
solar, and then you begin to try to get . . . three different pitches, as in the batá 
drums . . . but now with boxes. Why? Because you live in the city. You don’t 
live in the countryside. You don’t live in the jungle. So you have to create your 
drums, not with the behaviors of the countryside, but with the behaviors of the 
city. . . Those were the first true, authentic, musical instruments of the rumba.  
 Later, you find out that if you take apart all the staves . . . you take 
them apart, you sand them, now they come exactly together, no gaps, so now 
it’s closed, and now they sound louder and better. But now, you are turning a 
box into a musical instrument, and that’s what happened. And then . . . you 
paint them. Why? . . . [because] that covers it, and makes it sound EVEN better. 
So now, you’re approaching a new way of constructing a musical instrument, 
that was not born from the way people constructed musical instruments in the 
jungle back in Africa, or not even in the Afro-Cuban religions here in Cuba.82 
 

 The first rumba drums, constructed from boxes, were called “cajónes”, a word 

that literally refers to drawers from a dresser. Subsequently, the early styles of rumba 

came to be called rumba de cajón. Many authors claim that rumberos came to prefer the 

sound of the large crates that were used to ship bacalao (a salt cod that is popular 

throughout the Caribbean) for the low-pitched drum. Eduardo Llerenas writes that the 

                                                
82 Alén, interview.  
 



 79 

crates used to pack Sabatés candles became sought-after for the quinto cajón.83 Sabatés, 

Hno. & Co. is a Cuban company that produced soap, candles, and perfumes. In the early 

rumbas, only two cajónes were required, one with a low pitch, and one with a high pitch. 

Eventually, it became standard to use three distinct pitches of high, medium, and low. 

The low-pitched cajón was called the bajo (bass) or caja (box). The medium sized cajón 

could be called the tres-dos (three-two), while the highest-pitched was called the 

repicador (instrument that plays repiques or improvisational riffs) or quinto (fifth). 

According to Alén: 

The cajón is played directly with the hands using both fingers and palms. On 
occasions spoons are also used as drumsticks. The largest cajón is placed on the 
ground and the musician sits on it to beat with his hands on the back and one of 
the sides. The second, smaller-sized cajón is placed across the legs of a player 
seated on a chair or bench. Generally it is beaten on its sides although the front 
can also be played. The third cajón is the smallest of the ensemble. It is played by 
holding it between the legs and beating on the upper edge. In this case nearly the 
entire instrument is beaten, seeking the best possible range of tones and exploiting 
the different sounds obtained by striking different points between the center and 
the edge of the lid. Sometimes the player attaches a small tin plate or metal 
maracas to his wrists, considerably enriching the polyrhythms obtained . . . A 
fourth player is frequently found playing with two spoons on one side of the large 
cajón or some other object a repetitive rhythm in the high frequency range which 
serves occasionally to keep time for the group.84  

 

                                                
83 Eduardo Llerenas, liner notes to Real Rumba from Cuba, by Los Muñequitos 

De Matanzas, Columbia del Puerto, Afrocuba De Matanzas, Cutumba, and Carlos 
Embales, recorded 1985 and 1988, Corason COCD110, 1994, CD. 

  
84 Olavo Alén Rodriguez, “A History of the Congas,” AfroCubaWeb, November, 

2002, accessed June 7, 2015, http://afrocubaweb.com/cidmuc.htm. 
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Figure 5.5. Los Rumberos de Cuba performing on cajónes on the patio of La EGREM 
recording studio in Havana, 2012. The cajón in the middle is a quinto and the cajón to the 
right is a caja. The quintero is Eddy de los Santos Garro. Photograph by Eric Hines. 
 
 

 
 
Figure 5.6. A quinto cajón owned by Raúl “Lali” de la Caridad González Brito. 
Photographs by Eric Hines. 
 

The next stage in the evolution of rumba instruments was the development of the 

Cuban tumbadora (conga drum). Alén states that, “the earliest mention of the instrument 

dates from the first decades of the 20th century.”85 According to Maya Roy, this 

                                                
85 Alén, “A History of the Congas”.  
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instrument was originally a wooden cask, with a skin head stretched over one end and 

nailed on with tacks.86 The pitch of this drum could be raised by holding the head near a 

fire. Gradually, drum makers began to construct tumbadoras from staves, using 

techniques found in barrel construction. The tacked on heads were eventually replaced 

with a lug-tuning system. The exact years for development of the first lug-tuning system 

is unknown. Nolan Warden writes that, “[Fernando] Ortiz did not pursue this issue much, 

but his work does show a set of creolized batá drums using lug-tuning as early as 1915. 

Therefore, it’s not a stretch to imagine that tumbadoras had the same type of hardware 

applied much earlier than the 1950s. What is certain, though, is that this development 

significantly changed the range of available pitches for these drums, allowing pitches 

much higher than previously possible.”87  

 

 
 
Figure 5.7. Tumbadoras owned by Raúl “Lali” de la Caridad González Brito. Photograph 
by Eric Hines. 

                                                
86 Roy, Cuban Music, 50.  
 
87 Nolan Warden, “A History of the Conga Drum,” Percussive Notes, vol. 43 

(February 2005): 8-15.  
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Dr. Alén states that, “at first only two congas were played. The first was given the 

name caja or mambisa and the second was called salidor or tumbador. Ortiz himself 

states that only later was a third drum incorporated which was designated by the name 

quinto. He states also that the three drums are of approximately the same size, although  

he does not indicate that the difference in pitch of each relative to the other two is 

determined by the difference in head diameter of each drum.”88 Alén agrees with most  

authors that it was in the 1930s that the tumbadora was first introduced to the rumba.89 

Gradually, the tumbadora replaced the cajón as the instrument of choice in rumba. 

Today, cajónes are sometimes used in combination with tumbadoras. This is done both to 

evoke the sound of the early rumba, and to supplement the tonal palate of the percussion 

section.  

By the early 1950s, the word “congas” began to be used interchangeably with 

“tumbadoras”. Alén documents a 1954 quote from Fernando Ortiz stating that, “the term 

‘conga’ is of relatively modern introduction in Cuba.” This usage likely came about when 

foreigners observed the tumbadora being used in the conga de comparsa that was played 

in street parades during the annual Cuban carnaval celebration. The tumbadora was the 

drum used to play the popular conga rhythm; therefore, foreigners called it the “conga” 

drum.  

When the tumbadoras first entered rumba, they took on the names of their cajón 

predecessors. Over time, each of the three main drums has developed a myriad of 

different names. The names of the drums differ from rumbero to rumbero, style to style, 

and by region. The accepted names for the largest tumbadora include salidor, llamador 
                                                

88 Alén, “A History of the Congas”. 
  
89 Ibid.  
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(caller), tumba, tumbador, tumbadora, bajo, caja, and mambisa.90 During my time with 

Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, the group members referred to the lowest drum as the 

salidor. Therefore, I will use the term “salidor” for the remainder of this document.  

Each of the three rumba drums has a specific function. The low and middle drum 

work together to provide a steady rhythmic foundation for the ensemble, while playing 

open tones that create a melody, or conversation, between the two instruments. This open 

tone melody is one of the most important elements of rumba. It is similar in all three of 

the early rumba styles, but each form contains distinguishing differences. The salidor 

calls the middle drum into the rumba conversation, and is traditionally the first drum to 

break from its standard pattern and initiate improvisational flourishes. Its primary 

function is to guide the ensemble with its steady ostinato rhythm.  

The middle drum can be called the seis por ocho (six for eight), tres golpes (three 

blows), tres dos, segundo (second), and conga. I will use the term seis por ocho when 

referring to this drum, as that is the preferred term of Los Muñequitos. The seis por ocho 

is the medium sized drum. Roy describes this drum as, “the ‘slave’ of the salidor to 

which it responds.”91 It plays the middle notes of the drum melody, and responds to 

improvisatory variations initiated by the salidor. 

The smallest and highest pitched drum can be called the quinto or repicador. I 

will refer to this instrument as the quinto. In rumba, this is the improvising drum, 

                                                
90 The term “mambisa” is used in Cuba to refer to a female patriot. Stoner 

explains that the term was first used to refer to women who fought against Spain in the 
Cuban Wars of Independence, which began in 1868, during the early days of rumba. 
Kathryn Lynn Stoner, From the House to the Streets: The Cuban Woman’s Movement for 
Legal Reform (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 1991), 13.  

 
91 Roy, 51.  
 



 84 

contrasting sacred African derived styles in which the lowest voice is the lead. This drum 

alternates between a standard “ride” pattern and free improvisation over the more 

repetitive patterns of the lower drums. The quinto engages in a dialogue with the singers, 

dancers, and other percussionists. It helps to emphasize important moments in the 

performance, and provides heightened intensity as the song reaches its climax. The three 

rumba drums are traditionally arranged in a straight line, with the quinto positioned 

between the other two. 

In addition to cajónes and tumbadoras, a typical rumba includes several 

supporting percussion instruments. As discussed in chapter two, the claves consist of two 

wooden sticks that are struck against each other. The higher pitched stick, called the 

macho (male), strikes the lower pitched stick or hembra (female). The hembra is held in 

the musician’s cupped hand, creating a resonating chamber. Sometimes, the under-side of 

the hembra is carved out to enhance its sound quality. Sweeney, along with Roy, suggests 

that the first claves may have been fashioned from ship building pegs that “were 

renowned for their quality – as hard as iron but resistant to water.”92 

The claves are joined by a rhythm that was originally played with two sticks, or 

spoons, on the side of the large drum or cajón. María Teresa Linares Savio, former 

director of the Museum of Music in Havana, states that the word for playing this pattern 

is “repiquetear”.93 This rhythm can be referred to as paila (frying pan), cáscara (shell or 

peel), or palitos (little sticks). The paila rhythm is played with two thin wooden sticks on 

a piece of cane, bamboo log, hollowed out tree trunk, plastic jam block, wooden box, or a  
                                                

92 Sweeney, The Rough Guide to Cuban Music, 5; Roy, 50.  
 
93 María Teresa Linares Savio, liner notes to Rumba Caliente, by Los Muñequitos 

de Matanzas, recorded 1977 and 1988, Qbadisc 9005, 1992, CD.  
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Figure 5.8. Claves owned by Raúl “Lali” de la Caridad González Brito. Photograph by 
Eric Hines. 
 

flat piece of wood. This instrument is called the guagua (bus) or catá. In this document, I 

use the term guagua. Diaz, Cane, and Berriel explain, “Apart from the claves – which 

always lead the rumba – and the three congas or else three boxes, the only other 

instruments we use for the rumba are the catá and the maruga. The catá is a wooden tube 

with a slit and it’s played with two sticks, always using the same rhythm; we also call it 

the “guagua” (bus) because it “drives” the rumba.”94  

 

                                                
94 Duran, liner notes to Cantar Maravilloso.  
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Figure 5.9. A guagua owned by Raúl “Lali” de la Caridad González Brito. Photograph by 
Eric Hines. 
 

 
 
Figure 5.10. Luis “Luisito” Cancino Morales playing the palitos in rehearsal with Los 
Muñequitos de Matanzas in Matanzas, 2012. Photograph by Eric Hines. 
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 A Maruga or scraper is included in the rumba ensemble to mark the pulse, and 

provide momentum and drive to the performance. The typical instruments used are a 

chékere (gourd wrapped in beads), maraca, or maruga, the signature instrument of Los 

Muñequitos. Diaz, Cane, and Berriel explain, “The maruga is an iron Maruga and we 

have our own special kind with three “heads”, normally there are only two.”95 

Sometimes, a güiro (scraped gourd) is substituted for a Maruga. In Cuba, the term 

“guayo” (cheese grater) is sometimes used in reference to the güiro, even though “guayo” 

is more often used as a name for the guira (metal scraper) of the Dominican Republic. 

Other types of shakers used in rumba include the nkembi. These small metal or gourd 

rattles from the yuka tradition are sometimes worn on the wrists of the quintero. 

 
 
Figure 5.11. The signature maruga of Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Photograph courtesy 
of Jean LeRoy. 
 

                                                
95 Duran, liner notes to Cantar Maravilloso.  
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 In the rumba columbia, a 6/8 bell pattern is played on either a guataca (hoe blade) 

or cencerro (cowbell, also called campana). This rhythm can also be played on the 

claves. The guataca is a thick, heavy, cast iron blade removed from the handle of a 

garden hoe. It is held in one hand with the thumb through the mounting hole, and struck 

with a metal rod, such as a piston from a car engine.  

 

 
 
Figure 5.12. Two guatacas owned by Raúl “Lali” de la Caridad González Brito. 
Photograph by Eric Hines. 
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Song Structure 

 

 In addition to percussion, singing is a major element of rumba. A typical rumba 

performance features a lead singer, commonly referred to as el gallo (the rooster), and a 

chorus called el vasallo (the vassal). The lead singer and percussionists are traditionally 

male performers. Occasionally, more than one singer will share the role of el gallo and 

the main verses of the song will be sung as a duet or trio. The vocal style used by el gallo 

has been compared to that of the Andalusian cante jondo heard in Spanish flamenco.  

Most rumba performances begin with a short percussion introduction with layered 

entrances. The claves typically play one full clave alone to establish the tempo, and are 

quickly joined by the other instruments in the second clave. El gallo then chants an 

introduction known as la diana (the reveille or trumpet call). This series of meaningless 

vocables is used for rhythmic and expressive purposes. Rumba is sung completely a 

cappella, without the aid of harmonic instruments or reference pitches. The lead singer 

uses la diana to outline the melodic range and tonal center of the song. Linares calls this 

the initial “lalaleo”.96 

The next section of the song is called el canto (the song). Vernon Boggs explains, 

“The canto contains the main verses, sung by the lead singer, with choral refrains. 

Strophic form, parallel harmonies of thirds, sixths, and octaves in the refrains, and 

syncopated off-beat phrasing are all typical of the canto. The canto is where the singer 

                                                
96 Linares, liner notes to Rumba Caliente. 
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(rumberos are almost always men) shows off both his textual and musical ability and can 

include the spontaneous construction of text and florid melodic improvisation.”97  

The final section can be called el montuno (the wild or untamed section) or the 

rumba. During el montuno the tempo increases, creating a heightened intensity that builds 

until the end of the song. Here, the chorus repeats a set refrain (coro) between improvised 

solo verses (pregones) from el gallo. A good singer is able to improvise verses that relate 

to the people in the audience, the dancers, and the surrounding environment. This section 

of the rumba became known as the coro-soneo or coro-pregón section in son and salsa 

music. It is during el montuno that the dance begins, and the quinto playing becomes 

more aggressive.  

There are several ways to end a rumba song. In informal settings, the players can 

simply stop playing whenever they feel like it. As rumba became more of a structured 

performance art, percussionists would work out pre-composed breaks. Someone in the 

group would signal the break, and the drums would all stop together on a downbeat. On 

many recordings, the performance will fade out at the end.  

 

Dance 

 

 During the energetic montuno section of the rumba, the dancers become an 

important part of the performance. Each rumba style has a specific type of choreography 

associated with it. The columbia features a virtuosic solo male dancer. In this style, it is 

common for the dancer to perform acrobatic feats while wielding sharp machetes or 

                                                
97 Boggs, Salsiology: Afro-Cuban Music and the Evolution of Salsa in New York 

City, 38.  
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balancing objects on his head. In the yambú, a male and female perform a stylized 

couple’s dance that mimics the slow movements of the elderly. This dance is typified by 

slow movements, shaking knees, and the use of a bastón (cane) by the male dancer. The 

guaguancó includes the most popular form of rumba dancing. In this couple’s dance, the 

male imitates the movements of a rooster who is attempting to woo the female hen. This 

dance features a gesture, made by the male, called the vacunao (injection), which 

symbolizes the act of sexual penetration. The dance styles associated with the different 

forms of rumba will be explored in further detail in chapter six. 

 

 
 
Figure 5.13. Dancer Zoraida Jacqueline Laza Carrera performing guaguancó with Los 
Rumberos de Cuba on the patio of La EGREM recording studio in Havana, 2012. 
Photograph by Eric Hines. 
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CHAPTER 6: RUMBA STYLES 

 

 During the last three decades of the nineteenth century, many different styles of 

rumba were cultivated, most of which have been somewhat lost to the ages. The 

renowned Cuban musicologist Argeliers León referred to these early styles as Rumba de 

Tiempo España (rumba of the Spanish era).98 Some of these styles have been 

documented, and were explained to me by Dr. Alén.99 The first is the papalote (kite). In 

this style, the dancer imitates the movements involved with flying a kite. In the mama 

buela (grandmother) style, the female dancer imitates an old woman, while the male 

portrays a little boy. The boy does not want to go to school, and grandma beats and 

scolds him. In the rumba Lala no sabe acer na (Lala don't know how to do nothin'), the 

male dancer tries to teach his wife common household chores, such as ironing. The a 

caballo (on horseback) style reflects the action of riding a horse. Of the early rumba 

styles, three remain widely practiced today. These are the yambú, columbia, and 

guaguancó.  

 

Yambú 

 

The yambú, along with the columbia, is one of the older surviving rumba styles. 

This style first appeared during the late 1800s, and as Alén affirms, was born in the cities, 

as opposed to the columbia, which was born in the countryside.100 Defining the original 

                                                
98 Alén, interview.  
 
99 Ibid.  
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folkloric elements of yambú becomes difficult when taking into consideration that the 

style has evolved over a period of more than one hundred years, and continues to develop 

into more modern interpretations. Elements of yambú are commonly integrated into other 

popular music forms such as salsa. The song Ave Maria morena101 is perhaps the most 

well known example of a yambú song that has been incorporated into many salsa, jazz, 

and other compositions. In modern interpretations, the yambú appears to be nothing more 

than a slow guaguancó. The rhythm and instrumentation is usually the same as you 

would expect to hear in guaguancó, with the possible exception of the use of cajónes in 

place of, or in addition to, congas. The major difference, besides tempo, is the song text 

and the dance style. 

Yambú is traditionally the slowest of the three surviving rumba styles. It is a 

couple’s dance that is played with a simple beat subdivision. Like guaguancó, it typically 

uses Spanish lyrics and does not incorporate African-derived words, which are often 

heard in rumba columbia. The original instrumentation, according to Charley Gerard and 

Marty Sheller, was for two packing crates (quinto and salidor) accompanied by a bottle 

struck with a coin.102 Today, it is not uncommon to hear yambú performed on three 

boxes, drums, or a combination of both. The inclusion of the seis por ocho seems to have 

been a later development. The bottle and coin were eventually replaced by the claves, 

guagua, and chékere. Diaz, Cane, and Berriel discuss the instrumentation of yambú: 

                                                                                                                                            
100 Alén, interview.  
 
101 Also titled Yambú pa’los maribá and Lindo yambú. Cachao’s recording of 

Lindo yambú is an excellent example of a contemporary performance of yambú in the 
“old style”. Israel “Cachao” Lopez, Master Sessions Volume I, recorded July 1976, Epic 
477282 2, 1994, CD.  

 
102 Gerard and Sheller, Salsa!: The Rhythm of Latin Music, 71.  
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Why do we use boxes as well as drums? Well, you know in the old days, when 
the rumba first started up, the slaves had no materials or means of making proper 
drums, and anyway they would not have been allowed to play them. So they used 
boxes instead. There were three boxes and they fulfilled the roles of the three 
conga drums – high, middle, and bass. Nowadays everybody plays the 
tumbadoras (congas) instead, but for the yambú, which is the oldest, slowest and 
“deepest” of the rumba dances, you have to use boxes to get the right feel. We’ve 
perfected the art of making these boxes so that each box has its own timbre and 
pitch.103  
 
The percussion rhythms played in yambú vary, depending on the ensemble and 

region. Musical examples 6.1-6.3 show three transcribed yambú percussion scores. The 

first (mus. ex. 6.1) is from Afrocuba de Matanzas’ recording of Tasajero.104 Musical 

example 6.2 is from a video performance of the song “El marino” by Los Muñequitos de 

Matanzas.105 The third transcription (mus. ex. 6.3) is from a video performance of a 

yambú in Santiago de Cuba.106 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
103 Duran, liner notes to Cantar Maravilloso.  
 
104 Afrocuba de Matanzas, “Tasajero,” from Real Rumba From Cuba, by Los 

Muñequitos De Matanzas, Columbia del Puerto, Afrocuba De Matanzas, Cutumba, and 
Carlos Embales, recorded 1985 and 1988, Corason COCD110, 1994, CD.  

 
105 Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, “El marino,” from “Cántalo pero bailando Part 

1” (video of live performance), posted by guarachon63 October 31, 2006, accessed June 
11, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1AVCloHURZI.  

 
106 Djembe.fi, “Rumba-Yambu Stg de Cuba 1.3” (video of live performance), 

posted by BigEar Games, May 24, 2007, accessed June 11, 2015, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=07ShU_dmnf8.  
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Musical Example 6.1. Yambú percussion score from “Tasajero” by Afrocuba de 
Matanzas 
 

 

 

Musical Example 6.2. Yambú percussion score from “El marino” by Los Muñequitos de 
Matanzas 
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Musical Example 6.3. Yambú percussion score in the Santiago de Cuba style 

 

 

 The performance by Afrocuba de Matanzas (mus. ex. 6.1) uses yambú clave, a 

standard Matanzas style guagua pattern, and a standard salidor pattern. Both the seis por 

ocho and salidor part are played on congas, while the quinto part is improvised on a 

quinto cajón. A full transcription and analysis of this quinto cajón performance is 

included in chapter 9. Perhaps the most interesting aspect of this transcription is the seis 

por ocho pattern. This pattern, written in cut time, gives the illusion of 6/8 meter. This 

duality of meter is an important aspect in many styles of rumba. The most important 

element of this seis por ocho pattern is the open tone that aligns with the salidor open 

tone on the fourth quarter note of each measure. With that anchor tone in place, the rest 

of the pattern is played with a strong 6/8 swing that pulls the listener’s ear between two 

opposing downbeats. The downbeat of the seis por ocho appears to be the last stroke on 

the “three side”, whereas the rest of the ensemble is strongly aligned with the claves. 

Throughout this performance, the singer shifts his phrasing to align with either the claves 

or seis por ocho. A complete analysis of this performance is provided in appendix B. 
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The transcribed performance by Los Muñequitos (mus. ex. 6.2) uses yambú clave 

with traditional salidor and Seis por ocho parts played on congas. The quintero in this 

performance wears nkembi around both wrists, and alternates his improvisation between a 

quinto cajón and a quinto conga. The maruga seen in this video is the signature three-

headed version described in chapter 5 by Diaz, Cane, and Berriel. The guagua pattern 

used here is often referred to as a Havana style pattern. The guagua sticking places the 

rumba clave rhythm in the right hand. Just as in the previous example (mus. ex. 6.1), 

these seis por ocho and salidor patterns feature one open tone that falls on the fourth 

quarter note of each bar.  

In the transcription of the performance from Santiago de Cuba (mus. ex. 6.3), the 

salidor and quinto players each use both a cajón and conga. The seis por ocho part is 

played on a conga. This interpretation uses two clave players, one playing son clave, and 

the other emphasizing the second beat of each bar, with an eighth note pickup. This 

generates an interesting and unique composite clave rhythm. The guagua pattern is the 

standard Matanzas style rhythm. The salidor player places a drum open tone on beat two 

of the “three side”, and a cajón open tone on the ponche. The seis por ocho player places 

four open tones on the “two side”, creating an interesting melody between the two lower 

drums.  

The song structure of yambú, as in all of the surviving early rumba styles, is 

divided into la diana, el canto, and el montuno. Rogelio Ernesto “El Gato” Gatell Cotó is 

a renowned Cuban singer and percussionist. He is a former member of the groups Los 

Rumberos de Cuba, Conjunto Folklorico Nacional de Cuba, Los Tatagüinitos, and Clave 

y Guaguancó. Gatell explained the traditional rumba song structures to me in a 2012 
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interview.107 Gatell explains that, in yambú, the initial diana is long. La diana is followed 

by a short coro, and two décimas108 that rhyme. Next is another long diana, followed by a 

short coro, which precedes the montuno. It is important to note that Gatell’s song 

structures are in the “traditional” approach, and not all rumba songs follow these specific 

guidelines. Like the guaguancó, the yambú is sung in Spanish. Roy observes a song 

feature that distinguishes yambú from the other styles of rumba, in that “often the soloist 

[or chorus] punctuates the end of a verse by repeating some sounds, and certain 

sequences have become standard in time, for example, the variations on the syllables 

Eh!/aé/eá, or the phrase Que bueno, que bueno, é.”109 Even though the yambú is the 

slowest of the three early forms of rumba, it is still typical to increase tempo and energy 

in the montuno section.  

The yambú dance is performed by a man and a woman, and is much more sensual 

than the sexually aggressive guaguancó. Roy describes the dance as “a sweet seduction 

where the woman has the essential role, and her partner pays homage to her grace. At the 

end of the dance, the man places his hands on the dancer’s shoulders, like a true partner,  

 

 

                                                
107 Rogelio Ernesto “El Gato” Gatell Cotó, interview by author, Havana, July, 

2012.  
 
108 Décima is poetic device with roots in Spanish literature. Mauleón defines it as, 

“a ten-line, octosyllabic verse, typically found in the lyric form of the Cuban son, and in 
some styles of rumba.” Maulón, The Salsa Guidebook, 255. 
 

109 Roy, 59.  
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Figure 6.1. Left to right: Rogelio Ernesto “El Gato” Gatell Cotó and Eric Hines in 
Gatell’s Havana home, 2012. Photograph by Lourdes Tamayo. 
 

to lead her back to the circle of spectators.”110 Importantly absent from yambú is the 

vacunao, or act of penetration that is always present in guaguancó. Yambú songs often 

feature the line, “En el yambú, no se vacuna caballeros (Gentlemen, in the yambú you do 

not vaccinate).” The yambú dancers often imitate the movements of an elderly man and 

woman. The male dancer often uses a bastón (cane) as a prop and moves slowly, bent 

over at the waist and wobbling at the knees. Additionally, the term “baston” is sometimes 

used to describe this style of dance. The female dancer sometimes uses a handkerchief as 

                                                
110 Roy, 58.  
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a prop and places her arms around the old man’s shoulders, helping him along. This 

dance does not begin until the musicians reach the montuno section of the song. 

 

Columbia 

 

“I never saw anything like it. You had to see it, how he moved blindfolded with a 

glass of water on his head. He took two knives and began to kill himself, he stabbed at 

himself a thousand times at inconceivable speed, but not with his feet still, the way some 

do it, but dancing, without ever losing his step or the rhythm.”111 The preceding 

testimonial describes the legendary Malanga, the legendary dancer of the columbia. This 

section provides an introduction to rumba columbia by discussing the history of the 

genre, along with an examination of the percussion, song, and dance elements specific to 

the style.  

There is disagreement among scholars as to whether columbia or yambú is the 

oldest existing form of rumba. It could be, perhaps, that both styles developed 

simultaneously in different parts of the country. Most agree that the columbia appeared in 

the second half of the 1880s and was developed in the countryside, as opposed to the 

urban yambú. Some claim the origin to be the land that surrounds the sugar town of 

Unión de Reyes, in Matanzas province. Others suggest the towns of Alacranes and 

Jovellanos, or the area surrounding the city of Cárdenas. Roy writes, “The oldest 

rumberos of Matanzas recall that the columbia, considered the oldest element of the 

                                                
111 Ned Sublette, Cuba and its Music: From the First Drums to the Mambo, 

Volume 1 (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 2004), 270.  
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rumba, was born in a hamlet near Sabanilla.”112 Sabanilla appears on some maps as a 

railroad stop between Unión de Reyes and Matanzas. Roy also states, “The history of 

passage of the columbia from the countryside to the city of Matanzas is also the history of 

the building of the railroad, which linked plantations, sugar refineries, and the ports 

shipping cargoes of sugar for export.”113 It should be noted that the city of Cárdenas, 

which has a strong columbia tradition, is also linked to Unión de Reyes by railroad. 

Regardless of its exact origin, it is certainly linked to the rural areas of Cuba, likely in the 

province of Matanzas. Sublette claims, “The name columbia seems to come from a 

railroad weighing station called Columbia (with a ‘u’, an English spelling) in Matanzas 

province.”114 When asked about this, Alén argues, “I don’t think so. There were 

Columbias in many other places at the same time. I don’t think it had to do with a 

specific town. But I do think, I mean, I do know for sure, that it’s tied to the countryside, 

and since it’s tied to the countryside it might be, MIGHT be, I cannot assure that, an older 

type of rumba.”115 

Columbia has several distinguishing features, the most striking of which is its use 

of compound meter, and frequent duality of meter. It is the fastest of the early rumba 

styles, and the only one that features a solo dancer instead of a couple. The texts of 

columbia songs are often sung in a mixture of Spanish and African dialects, unlike yambú 

and guaguancó, which are sung primarily in Spanish. Some elements of columbia are 

                                                
112 Roy, 54.  

 
113 Ibid.  
 
114 Sublette, 269.  
 
115 Alén, interview.  
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linked with the rituals of the Abakwá, with the song texts and dance gestures often 

referencing this all-male secret society. 

The early instrumentation of the columbia included a guagua, guataca, and three 

cajónes. Today, the core instrumentation is a cowbell or guataca, guagua, and three 

congas (quinto, seis por ocho, and salidor). Sometimes a shekere is added, and a pair of 

claves can be used instead of a guataca or bell.  

Musical example 6.4 shows a transcription of the percussion parts played in a 

recorded performance of the song “Recuerdo a Malanga” by Columbia del Puerto de 

Cardenas.116 Here, both the salidor and seis por ocho play a steady stream of eighth 

notes. The essential elements of these patterns are the open tones, which combine to 

create a drum melody.  

The most fascinating aspect of this performance is the relationship between the 

bell and guagua patterns. Here, the bell part is played on the closed end of a cowbell with 

a wooden beater. The bell utilizes a standard 6/8 pattern, which emphasizes each stroke 

of the 6/8 clave rhythm (see mus. ex. 2.3). In this transcription, the bell and drum parts 

are notated in 6/8, while the guagua is written in cut time. If these bell and guagua 

patterns are played together, in strict time, the result is very messy. In order for these 

patterns to complement each other, the performers must play the rhythms with a specific 

feel and phrasing that allows crucial strokes to align. Michael Spiro calls this concept  

 

 

                                                
116 Columbia del Puerto de Cardenas, “Recuerdo a Malanga,” from Real Rumba 

From Cuba, by Los Muñequitos De Matanzas, Columbia del Puerto, Afrocuba De 
Matanzas, Cutumba, and Carlos Embales, recorded 1985 and 1988, Corason COCD110, 
1994, CD. 
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Musical Example 6.4. Columbia percussion score 

 
 

“playing in fix (both four and three at the same time)”.117 Spiro writes, “There are styles 

of music like rumba columbia where both feels [four and six] co-exist “naturally” at the  

same time . . . They [the bell and guagua patterns] are played continuously throughout 

the entire piece, not in opposition to each other, but in harmony.”118 This duality of meter 

adds complexity to the columbia, and allows both el gallo, and the quintero, to align their 

performances with either feel. The quinto improvisation in columbia is more aggressive 

than in the other rumba styles, and very closely tied to the movements of the dancer.  

“El Gato” outlined the traditional song structure of the columbia in our 2012 

interview.119 He states that the initial diana is long, with words, not syllables. La diana is 

followed by a short coro, and then four decimas that rhyme. Next, there is a repeat of the 

short coro, followed by a long “Ahhhhh” that precedes the montuno. The montuno song 

                                                
117 Spiro, 42.  
 
118 Ibid. 
  
119 Gatell, interview.  
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refers to Congo themes “canto congo”, or Yoruba orichas such as Ogoun, Oyá, and 

Chango. “Gato” states “the language is in Congo, Yoruba, and Spanish.”120 

The dance is perhaps the most impressive element of the columbia. It is usually 

danced by a solo male, although there have been some famous women columbianas. This 

vigorous display of virtuosity can quickly turn into a heated competition between 

dancers. Before the columbiano begins his performance, it is typical for him to salute the 

quintero. The acrobatics displayed by columbianos are said to derive from the Cuban 

Juego de Maní, a combined martial art and dance of African origin, which is known as 

Capoeira in Brazil. Often, the dancer will utilize tratados (treaties, or in this case, props) 

such as machetes, knives, bottles, glasses of water, candles, chairs, plates, canes, and 

handkerchiefs. Sublette writes, “Prominent among these are the cane field tools of 

machete and knife. A columbia dancer will pass a knife blade across his open mouth at 

high speed while his whole body is in motion; he will stab at his toes or make rapid 

jabbing movements at his breast with his machete, his proficiency with the potentially 

lethal tool somewhat reminiscent of the virtuosic ax handling documented in films of 

southern U.S. chain-gang prisoners performing work songs.”121 Another tradition is 

dancing while balancing a full glass of water, or a candle, on one’s head. Isabelle 

Leymarie writes, “In the old mañunga, dancers have to move around a bottle without 

knocking it over.”122 As the dance develops, the quinto part grows in intensity, supporting 

and challenging the dancer. 

 
                                                

120 Ibid.  
 
121 Sublette, 269. 
  
122 Leymarie, Cuban Fire: The Story of Salsa and Latin Jazz, 30-31.  
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Figure 6.2. Bárbaro Ramos Aldazábal dancing columbia with Los Muñequitos de 
Matanzas at Palacio de la Rumba in Havana, 2012. Photograph by Eric Hines. 
 
 
 

Guaguancó 

 

“¡Mi guaguancó es sabroso!” literally translated as, “My guaguancó is tasty!” is 

an expression often heard in the music of Eddie Palmieri, Celia Cruz, Mongo Santamaria, 

and other popular Latin artists. This section serves as an introduction to rumba 
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guaguancó and examines the historical and musical elements that helped to make it the 

most popular form of Cuban rumba throughout the world.  

 Guaguancó was first developed in the urban environments of Matanzas and 

Havana in the early 1900s, making it the youngest of the three surviving early rumba 

styles. In its early stages, just as in yambú and columbia, the instrumentation for 

guaguancó consisted of found objects. The primary instruments for the early guaguancó 

were cajónes, claves, and spoons (struck against the sides of a cajón). The modern 

instrumentation for the guaguancó is three congas (quinto, seis por ocho, and salidor), 

claves, guagua, and possibly a chékere or some other type of Maruga or scraper.  

In its developing stages, two distinct styles of guaguancó began to emerge in the 

cities of Havana and Matanzas. One of the most recognizable differences between these 

two styles lies in the open tone drum melody that exists between the salidor and seis por 

ocho. This melody is perhaps the most defining characteristic of guaguancó. The 

examples shown in musical examples 6.5 and 6.6 illustrate the drum melody as typically 

heard in the Havana and Matanzas styles. For the purpose of revealing the melody, all of 

the conga tones of the basic patterns have been removed, except for the open tones. The 

Matanzas style differs from the Havana style in that the second open tone of the seis por 

ocho part is absent, leaving a bit more space in which the quinto can improvise. These 

two drum patterns can be seen in their complete form in the scores shown in musical 

examples 6.9 and 6.10.  
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Musical Example 6.5. Havana style drum melody for guaguancó 

 

 

Musical Example 6.6. Matanzas style drum melody for guaguancó 

 

 

 An interesting aspect of guaguancó is that the open tones of the seis por ocho 

pattern can be played on either side of the clave. Placing these tones on the “three side” 

lines them up with the first two strokes of the claves. Musical example 6.7 illustrates this 

relationship for the Havana style, while musical example 6.8 shows it in the Matanzas 

style. This orientation does not change the clave direction of the performance, but simply 

shifts the drum melody to the “three side”. Folkloric guaguancó is always played with a 

3:2 feel. If the claves player chooses to use the son clave rhythm (see mus. ex. 2.1), and 

the seis por ocho player chooses to play a Havana style pattern on the “three side” (see 

mus. ex. 6.7), then the entire drum melody will be “in line” with the “three side” of the 

clave. Choosing rumba clave serves to syncopate the clave/drum melody relationship. 
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This “in line” style of seis por ocho is more commonly heard in early recordings of 

folkloric rumba. In the first commercial recordings of Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, the 

seis por ocho is heard switching to either side of the clave from song to song, and 

sometimes, in the middle of a song. In salsa and popular music, it is quite common to 

hear the “in line” style. These non-folkloric genres will also frequently perform 

guaguancó with a 2:3 feel.  

 

Musical Example 6.7. Seis por ocho playing on the “three side” in Havana style 
guaguancó 
 

  

 

Musical Example 6.8. Seis por ocho playing on the “three side” in Matanzas style 
guaguancó 
 

 

 

 Playing the seis por ocho on the “two side” of the clave creates a call-and-

response relationship between the claves and drum melody. This style of playing seems 

to have become standard with the passage of time, and is used in most modern folkloric 
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performances. The “call-and-response” orientation can be seen in the guaguancó 

percussion scores presented in musical examples 6.9 and 6.10. These scores also illustrate 

the most commonly heard complete patterns for the seis por ocho in the Havana and 

Matanzas styles. There are countless variations on these basic drum patterns, but the open 

tone placement is common throughout.  

 

Musical Example 6.9. Guaguancó percussion score in the Havana style 
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Musical Example 6.10. Guaguancó percussion score in the Matanzas style 
 

 

 

 In guaguancó, the rhythm of the claves can be son clave (see mus. ex. 2.4), rumba 

clave (see mus. ex. 2.5), or yambú clave (see mus. ex. 2.7). In the earliest known 

recordings, made between the years 1941-1949, guaguancó is heard with son clave.123 In 

the first commercial recordings of Los Muñequitos, made in 1956 and 1958, both yambú 

clave and rumba clave are used. Today, rumba clave remains the most commonly used 

form for guaguancó. As discussed in chapter 2, Instrumentos de la música folklórico-

popular de Cuba attributes son clave to Havana style rumba, yambú clave to Matanzas 

style, and rumba clave to both regions.124 

                                                
123 These early guaguancó field recordings can be heard online, thanks to a 

wonderful article by Barry Cox. Barry Cox, “The Earliest Recordings of Cuban Rumba: 
A Comprehensive Summary,” ¡Vamos a Guarachar!, May 30, 2011, accessed June 12, 
2015, http://esquinarumbera.blogspot.com/2011/05/filiberto-sanchez-first-to-record-
rumba.html.  

  
124 Eli, 62.  
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 The guagua patterns shown in the scores (mus. ex. 6.11 and 6.12) are the typical 

patterns associated with the Havana and Matanzas styles. As in the drum patterns, there 

are many variations on these fundamental rhythms. It should also be noted that 

association with a particular region does not prohibit percussionists from using all of 

these rhythms in both Havana and Matanzas, as well as the rest of Cuba. In all styles of 

guaguancó, the Maruga or scraper is used to mark the downbeat of each measure. This 

instrument becomes increasingly active as the song develops and gains momentum. 

Quinto playing has differing approaches in the Havana and Matanzas styles. These 

differences will be discussed in chapter 8. 

 The traditional guaguancó song structure was explained to me by “El Gato”.125 

The diana is much shorter than in yambú, and is followed by an expressive poem without 

rhyme. Next are two decimas that rhyme, followed by another poem without rhyme 

which precedes the montuno section. Just as in the other styles, the montuno is the most 

vibrant section of the song. During the montuno, the lead singer improvises, the quinto 

playing becomes more intense, and the dancers enter the performance. 

Caridad Diez explains the guaguancó dance: 

In the guaguancó, a dance for couples, the man tries to possess the woman, 
putting different parts of his body into play. Everything can serve for conquest: a 
movement of the arm, the foot, the head, however light it may be, suggests the 
intention to sexually possess on the part of the man, in response to which the 
woman covers her pelvis, stops for a brief moment and continues avoiding and at 
the same time insinuating the prolongation of the game between the two. The 
man’s gesture which indicates penetration is known as the vacunao.126 

 

                                                
125 Gatell, interview.  
 
126 Caridad Diez, liner notes to Vacunao, by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, 

Qbadisc 9017, 1995, CD.  
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 This dance of courtship is often compared to the movements of a rooster pursuing 

a hen. The vacunao (vaccination) can be made with several gestures from the male, 

including a pelvic thrust, flick of a handkerchief, or kick of the heel towards the female. 

In response to this, the female executes a reaction called the botao (button), in which she 

covers her pelvis and turns away. Handkerchiefs are often used as props by both dancers, 

typically red for the male and yellow for the female. At the end of the contest, the male 

typically conquers the female by catching her off-guard, the female surrenders her 

handkerchief around the male’s neck, and the couple exits the performance area arm in 

arm.  
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CHAPTER 7: ANALYSIS OF A COMPLETE GUAGUANCÓ PERFORMANCE 

 

In this chapter, I will examine the guaguancó through an applied analysis of the 

recording “Alma libre” by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas,127 including a complete 

transcription and several diagrams outlining key elements of the formal structure. The 

purpose of the analysis is to aid the reader in understanding the formal structure of the 

song, interaction between the musicians, and improvisational trends typical of 

guaguancó. 

This recording was selected because it is a good representation of the typical 

guaguancó format. The clarity of the recording makes it possible to discern between the 

different tones played by the hand-drummers, which provides for an accurate 

transcription. 

 

Instrument Patterns 

 

 The instrumentation used on this recording includes claves, guagua, maruga, and 

three congas (quinto, seis por ocho, and salidor). The seis por ocho uses a slight variation 

of the standard Matanzas style pattern (mus. ex. 7.1). In this version, the Seis por ocho 

plays two open tones on the first and second eighth notes of the “two side”. These two 

drum patterns are given in their complete form in the percussion score (mus. ex. 7.2). 

 

 
                                                

127 Los Muñequitos, “Alma Libre,” from Real Rumba From Cuba, by Los 
Muñequitos De Matanzas, Columbia del Puerto, Afrocuba De Matanzas, Cutumba, and 
Carlos Embales, recorded 1985 and 1988, Corason COCD110, 1994, CD. 
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Musical Example 7.1. Drum melody from “Alma libre” 

 

 

Musical Example 7.2. Percussion score from “Alma libre” 

 

 

 The claves in “Alma libre” play a 3:2 rumba clave pattern, while the guagua uses 

the standard Matanzas style rhythm, which contains all of the strokes of rumba clave. A 

maruga (iron Maruga) is heard on this recording, marking the downbeat of every 

measure, and providing rhythmic drive. “Alma libre” uses three different maruga 

rhythms that increase in intensity as the song develops (mus. ex. 7.3-7.5). 
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Musical Example 7.3. Maruga rhythm No. 1 from “Alma libre” (mm. 1-105) 

 

 

Musical Example 7.4. Maruga rhythm No. 2 from “Alma libre” (mm. 105-159) 

 

 

Musical Example 7.5. Maruga rhythm No. 3 from “Alma libre” (mm. 159-181) 

 

 

 All of the drums exhibit characteristic Matanzas style parts. The quintero grounds 

his improvisation with the ride pattern transcribed in musical example 7.2. The quinto 

transcription for “Alma libre” will be discussed in chapter 8. The lower two drums use 

their basic patterns (mus. ex. 7.2) as a springboard for improvised variations. 

 

Song Structure 

 

“Alma libre” follows a typical guaguancó song structure, including la diana, el 

canto, and el montuno. In this performance, rather than having one gallo, the main verses 

are sung as a duet with a choral refrain. The song “Alma libre was not originally intended 

for rumba. The lyrics and melody of this canto de clave128 were borrowed by Los 

                                                
128 Alma Libre can be heard as a bolero, on Ibrahim Ferrer’s album Mi Sueño. 

Ibrahim Ferrer, Mi Sueño, World Circuit WLWCD077, 2006, CD. 
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Muñequitos de Matanzas and inserted into a guaguancó form. This practice of inserting 

popular song lyrics and melodies into rumba is extremely common. Linares explains: 

Today the group Los Muñequitos de Matanzas maintains the same impeccable 
style of its founding masters. They maintain the repertoire too, with themes drawn 
from their everyday lives and with tunes based on old rumbas and cantos de clave 
– songs of the choral groups called “coros de clave.” (Florencio Calle and some 
of the group’s founders were part of the chorus known as Bando Azul.) The songs 
of the coros de clave adapted for the rhythm of guaguancó keep the richness of 
the melodies, the alternation of soloist and chorus, and the texts, which include 
words in African languages that are still remembered as an essential element of 
ancestral culture.129 
 
 
 

Time Code Analysis, Song Text, and Formal Structure 

 

In three minutes twenty-three seconds, “Alma libre” presents a concise example 

of the standard guaguancó. A guaguancó will often begin with a layered entrance of the 

percussion instruments, usually starting with the claves and guagua. Table 7.1 is a time 

code chart that tracks the musical events and tempos in “Alma libre” by time, clave, and 

measure numbers, with the beginning of each song section indicated in bold.  

 

Table 7.1. Time code chart of musical events in ”Alma libre” 
 
Time 
Code 

Clave # mm. # Event Description Tempo 

00:00 1 1 Percussion Introduction: Clave enters alone Quarter 
note = 200 

00:02 1 2 Maruga enters followed immediately by 8th note 
pickup to mm. 3 in the seis por ocho 

 

00:03 2 3 Guagua and salidor enter  
00:05 3 5 Salidor “calls” the seis por ocho by playing four open 

tones and the full rhythm begins 
 

00:07 3 6 Quinto makes first entrance and continues  

                                                
129 Linares, liner notes to Rumba Caliente.  
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improvisatory figures between salidor and seis por 
ocho melody 

00:10 5 8 Singer #1 begins the diana with vocables  
00:18 8 15 Singer #1 begins the canto with the first verse of the 

song 
 

00:23 10 19 Singer #2 makes his first entrance, singing the second 
line of the verse 

 

00:27 11 22 Quinto plays first slap tone  
00:28 12 23 Salidor adds accents to the bass tones  
00:32 13-14 26-27 Salidor plays improvisatory muffle and bass tone 

accents which are immediately echoed by muffle 
tones in the quinto 

 

00:37 15-16 30-31 Salidor plays improvisatory bass tone accents. This is 
the first time the salidor sacrifices a melody note for 
improvisation. Quinto answers with more aggressive 
accents and begins to become more active. 

 

00:42 17 34 Salidor mimics quinto with accented muffle tones. 
Both singers sing together in 3rds. 

 

00:47 20 39 Seis por ocho plays variation  
00:50 21 41 Salidor plays a new accent pattern on the bass tones  
00:55 23 46 Salidor plays improvisatory bass tone accents  
00:59 25 49 Salidor plays an accent variation for one bar  
01:01 25-26 50-51 Salidor plays two accented muffle tones   
01:03 26 52 Singer #1 sings the next line alone  
01:05 27 54 Seis por ocho alters pattern to 1 open tone  
01:09 29    
01:10 29-30 58-59 Salidor repeats improvisatory bass tone accents from 

mm. 30-31 
 

01:12 30 60 Seis por ocho plays 2 open tones on the downbeat and 
then returns to the pattern containing 1 open tone. 
Singer #2 sings next line. 

 

01:20 33-34 66-67 Salidor repeats the two accented muffle tones from 
mm. 50-51 

 

01:22 34 68 Seis por ocho returns to the pattern containing 2 open 
tones. Both singers sing together in 3rds. 

 

01:27 36 72 Salidor embellishes the pattern with improvisatory 
muffle tones prompting the quinto and seis por ocho 
to join in an imitative dialogue section 

 

01:29 37 74 Seis por ocho plays improvisatory figure and begins 
new pattern in response to the accents in the salidor 

 

01:43 43 86 Seis por ocho plays minor variation by changing the 
third open tone to a muffle tone 

 

01:50 46 92 Salidor repeats bass tone accents from mm. 30 & 58  
01:57 49 98 Seis por ocho returns to pattern with 1 open tone. 

Salidor repeats variation from mm. 72-73 
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02:01 52 103 Salidor returns to original pattern (no bass accents). 
Singer #3 enters and begins the montuno section 

 

02:05 53 105 Maruga changes to pattern #2. Tempo begins to 
accelerate 

Accel. 

02:06 54 107 Salidor begins to add new improvisatory bass tone 
accents 

 

02:08 54 108 Seis por ocho plays slight variation adding muffle 
tones.  

 

02:11 56 111 Chorus enters and repeats after singer #3. Chorus and 
singer #3 begin a call-and-response (8 measures 
each). 

 

02:13 57 113 Tempo continues to increase Quarter 
note = 240 

02:21 61 122 Seis por ocho returns to pattern with 2 open tones  
02:27 64 128 Quinto improvisation begins a gradual build in 

intensity towards the end. 
 

02:28 65 129 Tempo continues to increase Quarter 
note = 256 

02:36 69 137 Tempo continues to increase Quarter 
note = 270 

02:39 70 140 Salidor adds improvisatory muffle tone accent 
variations 

 

2:48 75 150 Seis por ocho returns to pattern with 1 open tone. 
Chorus and singer #3 shorten to call-and-response to 2 
measures each. 

 

02:51 77 153 Tempo continues to increase Quarter 
note = 272 

02:57 80 159 Maruga changes to pattern #3  
02:59 82 163 Salidor begins new pattern eliminating one open tone  
03:02 83 166 Seis por ocho returns to pattern with 2 open tones  
03:03 84 168 Seis por ocho plays improvisatory open tones  
03:04 85 169 Seis por ocho returns to pattern with 2 open tones Quarter 

note = 280 
03:06 86 172 Seis por ocho returns to pattern with 1 open tone. 

Salidor begins new pattern with no open tones 
 

03:10 88 176 Seis por ocho returns to pattern with 2 open tones 
with improvisatory variations, Salidor plays muffle 
tone accent riff 

 

03:12 89 178 Salidor plays new pattern  
03:13 90 180 Seis por ocho returns to pattern with 1 open tone with 

variations 
 

03:15 92 183 Break begins Quarter 
note = 286 

03:18  185 Final downbeat  
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The percussion introduction features the claves alone at 00:00. The Maruga 

anticipates measure 3 by sliding the beads from one end of the canister to the other and 

begins its pattern along with the salidor and seis por ocho at 00:03. At this point the two 

drums perform a short, three measure, intro pattern. At 00:05 the salidor plays four open 

tones that function as a call to the seis por ocho to begin its pattern. The quinto enters the 

texture at 00:07 and the full guaguancó rhythm begins.  

While the claves, guagua, and maruga are easy to identify, the three drums can be 

difficult to separate in the mind’s ear. The time code and transcription can serve as an aid 

to training the ear to distinguish between these different sounds. Listening through a pair 

of headphones, it becomes apparent that this recording was mixed with the seis por ocho 

panned to the left, the salidor to the center, and the quinto to the right. It is a possibility 

that in this performance, the salidor player used separate drums for the bass and open 

tones. For a brief moment at 00:06 it sounds as if a bass tone and open tone are sounded 

simultaneously in the salidor part, which would not be possible on a single drum. 

After the percussion introduction, gallo number one chants a brief diana, which 

can be heard at 00:10. When the diana is completed, the same singer begins el canto, 

which contains the main verses and choral refrains. In “Alma libre”, the two gallos 

alternate solo verses and join together in harmony. Singer number 1 begins the canto with 

the first verse of the song at 00:18. Table 7.2 presents the song texts and formal structure 

of “Alma libre” in reference to their length in claves.  
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Table 7.2. Song texts and formal structure of “Alma libre” 
 

Alma Libre  
Song Text and Formal Structure 

 
Percussion introduction:  

Claves begin alone          1 clave 
Guagua, maruga, seis por ocho, & salidor enter with intro pattern    1 clave  

 Seis por ocho & Salidor play a short intro pattern 
 Salidor “calls” the seis por ocho and the full rhythm begins.  

Quinto enters                    2 claves 
 
La Diana: 
 Singer #1:  Gua-na-na, gua-na-na, gua-na-na-na-na                 2 claves 
 Percussion alone            1 clave 
 
El Canto: 
 Singer #1:  Igual que un mago de Oriente             2 claves 
 Singer #2:  con poder y ciencia rara              2 claves 
 Singer #1:  logre romper las cadenas              2 claves 
 Singer #2:  que sin piedad me ataba              4 claves 
 Singers together: Saltó en mil pedazos               8 claves 
    como fina copa 
    lo triste de mi vida      
    Se volvió feliz 
 Singer #1:  Logré que si el amor               4 claves 
    de mi se olvidaba 
 Singer #2:  igual tampoco yo                4 claves 
    de me acordaba 
 Singers together: Perfume de alegría              18 claves 
    Tiene mi alma libre 
    sin penas ni rencores 
    yo podre vivir 
    si me quieren, se querer 
    si me olvidan, se olvidar 
    porque tengo el alma libre 
    para amar 
 
Montuno: 
 Singer #3:  Oh, bombo a la tana tana (2x)             4 claves 
    Yo soy Muñequito y estoy de moda 
 Chorus:  bombo a la tana tana (2x)              4 claves 
    Yo soy Muñequito y estoy de moda 
 Singer #3:  Oyelo, bombo a la tana tana (2x)             4 claves 

Yo soy Muñequito y estoy de moda 
 Chorus:  bombo a la tana tana (2x)              4 claves 
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    Yo soy Muñequito y estoy de moda 
 Singer #3:  Improvisation                     4 claves 
 Chorus:  bombo a la tana tana (2x)              4 claves 
    Yo soy Muñequito y estoy de moda 
 Singer #3:  Improvisation      1 clave 
 Chorus:  Estoy de moda      1 clave 

Singer #3:  Improvisation      1 clave 
 Chorus:  Estoy de moda      1 clave 
 Singer #3:  Improvisation      1 clave 
 Chorus:  Estoy de moda      1 clave 
 Singer #3:  Improvisation      1 clave 
 Chorus:  Estoy de moda      1 clave 
 Singer #3:  Improvisation      1 clave 
 Chorus:  Estoy de moda      1 clave 
 Singer #3:  Improvisation      1 clave 
 Chorus:  Estoy de moda      1 clave 
 Singer #3:  Improvisation      1 clave 
 Chorus:  Estoy de moda      1 clave 
 Singer #3:  Improvisation      1 clave 
 Chorus:  Estoy de moda      1 clave 
 
Break: 
 Percussion alone         1 clave & downbeat 
 

 

El canto is followed by el montuno, which is cued by a third gallo at 02:01. Once 

the montuno is established, a noticeable accelerando begins at 02:05 and continues 

through the end of the song. During this section, rhythmic excitement is increased when 

the maruga changes to a more driving pattern, and the quinto is played more 

aggressively.  

“Alma libre” ends in a typical fashion with a pre-composed unison percussion 

break (mus. ex. 7.6). This brief break, heard at 03:15, is signaled by the salidor and lasts 

for 1 clave and a downbeat.  
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Musical Example 7.6. Percussion break ending from “Alma libre” 

 
 

 

Communication 

 

Interaction between musicians is an important feature of rumba. Guaguancó relies 

heavily on conversation between the three drums, singers, and dancers. The clave and 

guagua patterns are conversations within themselves, with the “two side” responding to 

the “three side”. The drum melody, shown in musical examples 6.5 and 6.6, creates a 

constant open tone dialogue between the salidor and seis por ocho. While the clave, 

guagua, and maruga rarely deviate from their set patterns, the drums are free to 

embellish, improvise, and play off of any inspiration that they receive from each other, 

the singers, or the dancers. Traditionally, the seis por ocho waits for the salidor to initiate 

any improvisation, and it is important that the drummers do not play on top of each other.  
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Master drummers, such as those heard on “Alma libre”, are able to respond to 

each other’s improvisations in split-second reaction time. A good example of this feature 

can be heard at 00:32 (figure 7.7). Here, the salidor embellishes the basic pattern with 

two accented muffled tones on the last eighth note of the first measure and the downbeat 

of the second measure. The quinto responds to the salidor, a split second later, echoing 

the two muffle tones on the next two eighth notes of the second measure. The 

conversation is finished, as it was begun, by the salidor with two accented bass tones on 

the fourth and fifth eighth notes of the second measure. This exchange, lasting a total of 

one second, exemplifies how closely the musicians are able to listen and respond to each 

other’s improvisatory instincts. 

 

Musical Example 7.7. Drum conversation #1 from “Alma libre” 

 

 

 The salidor and quinto engage in another brief discussion at 00:37 (mus. ex. 7.8). 

As in the previous example, this conversation begins with the salidor, who plays three 

successive bass tone accents leading into the downbeat of the second measure. This 

inspires the quinto to answer with an improvisatory riff, followed by a quarter note 
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triplet. In the third measure, the quinto begins a series of four off-beat slaps, ending on 

the second eighth note of measure four, and followed by another quarter note triplet. The 

salidor ends the discussion with three off-beat accented muffled tones in the last measure.  

 

Musical Example 7.8. Drum conversation #2 from “Alma libre” 

 

 

 A third example of improvisatory drum communication can be heard at 01:27 

(mus. ex. 7.9). Here, the salidor improvises a four note rhythmic cell, with accented 

muffled tones, beginning on the sixth eighth note of the second measure, and ending on 

the downbeat of the third measure. This rhythmic cell is immediately echoed by the 

quinto, with three open tones and a slap, beginning on the second eighth note of the third 

measure, and ending on the fifth eighth note of the same bar. The quinto pattern is 

repeated on the eighth note pickup to the last measure, beginning a hemiola that 

continues through the subsequent bars. The exchange between the salidor and quinto 

inspires the seis por ocho to enter the conversation, with a stream of eighth note open 

tones in the last measure. The dialogue is continued by the salidor with three muffled 

tones on the last three eighth notes of the final bar. 
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Musical Example 7.9. Drum conversation #3 from “Alma libre” 

 

 

These three examples of improvisatory drum communication highlight the ability 

of rumberos to react to “spur of the moment” rhythmic impulses. Many of these 

communicative occurrences are revealed by listening to the recording, following the 

transcription, and examining the time code chart (table 7.1). 

 

Improvisational Trends 

 

 Examination of “Alma libre” also reveals the presence of recurring 

improvisational trends. Specific improvisatory rhythmic cells appear many times 

throughout the recording. A few of these cells have been diagrammed in a chart of 

rhythmic cell recurrences (table 7.3). 

 

Table 7.3. Rhythmic cell recurrences chart for “Alma libre” 
 

Instrument Rhythmic Cell # Measures of Occurrence 
Salidor 1 23-40, 127-140 
 2 41-48 
 3 26, 50, 66, 72, 98, 140, 184 
 4 107-112 
 5 163-175 
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 6 178-182 
Seis por 
ocho 

1 53-58, 61-66, 97-106, 111-120, 149-164, 171-174 

 2 77-84 
 3 107-110 
Quinto 1 6, 16, 20, 22, 24, 26, 28, 30, 36, 38, 54, 56, 60, 62, 68, 

78, 80, 82, 90, 94, 96, 98 
 2 11-15, 99-100 

 
 
Salidor 
 
Cell 1 

 
 
Cell 2 

 
 
Cell 3 

 
 
Cell 4 

 
 
Cell 5 
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Cell 6 

 
 
 
Seis por ocho 
 
Cell 1 

 
 
Cell 2 

 
 
Cell 3 

 
 
 
Quinto 
 
Cell 1 

 
 
Cell 2 

 

 

 
 This analysis of Alma Libre provides a model for understanding the formal 

structure of guaguancó, as well as recognizing the role of interaction between musicians, 
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and highlighting stylistic improvisational trends. Understanding these elements will help 

the listener to fully appreciate this music. Examination of the transcription and 

improvisatory trends will aid practitioners in creating authentic reproductions in their 

own rumba performances. 

 

Full Transcription of “Alma libre” by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas 

 

 The following nineteen pages comprise a complete transcription of all 

percussion parts played in “Alma libre”. The rhythm and song text of the vocal parts are 

included as a reference. 
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Musical Example 7.10. Full transcription of “Alma libre” 
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CHAPTER 8: THE QUINTO 

 

 Most Cuban rumberos claim, “el quinto es libre” (the quinto is free). While the 

quintero is free to improvise, it is a structured improvisation that draws from a well of 

traditional rhythmic cells and motives. These cells and motives can be divided into, what 

I call, “rides” and “riffs”. This chapter explores the “ride and riff” system of quinto 

improvisation, while identifying some of the most commonly heard rhythmic patterns in 

Cuban rumba.  

  

Quinto Ride 

 

 A quinto “ride” is a stock pattern that is played between bursts of improvisation. 

This ostinato figure can be one or two claves in length, and it complements the rhythmic 

texture of the percussion ensemble. The ride functions more as a time keeper than a solo 

voice. The primary open tones and slaps of the quinto ride pattern fall between those of 

the lower drums, resulting in a highly syncopated interplay in which each drummer plays 

with a specific relationship to the clave. The three drums are communicating, listening, 

reacting, and never playing on top of one another. The quintero uses the ride pattern just 

as a jazz drummer plays a ride pattern when his role is to keep time and stay out of the 

way of the other musicians. Peñalosa calls this concept the “quinto lock” in his book 

Rumba Quinto.130   

 

 
                                                

130 Peñalosa, 1.  
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Quinto Riff 

 

 A quinto “riff” is a rhythmic cell that is played soloistically, much like a “fill” 

in jazz drumming. In Latin percussion playing, riffs are sometimes called repiques 

(beats), recursos (resources), or licks. Riffs are the “scales and arpeggios” of quinto 

improvisation. The rumba repertoire is permeated with standard riffs that can be threaded 

together in skillful ways to achieve spontaneous musical expression. Quinto 

improvisation can be thought of as a language, in which riffs are the words in the 

quintero’s vocabulary that he uses to construct articulate sentences and engage in 

provocative communication. Over time, many riffs have become standard for use in 

rumba. These riffs are rarely written down, or taught. They are absorbed by studying 

other quinteros, who learned them from the quinteros that came before them. Many 

quinteros develop their own signature riffs that define their improvisational style. The 

artistry of quinto playing lies in the quintero’s ability to transition seamlessly between 

rides and riffs in a way that complements and intensifies the rumba.  

 

Havana Style vs. Matanzas Style 

 

 There are two philosophies on quinto playing that are identified by rumberos as 

quinto Habanero (Havana style quinto) and quinto Matancero (Matanzas style quinto). 

As mentioned in chapter six, it is important to note that the names for these styles do not 

make them exclusive to their respective regions, nor does it imply that these are the only 

two approaches to improvisation in guaguancó. These styles represent two widely 
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practiced and distinct “schools” of quinto playing that can be identified by several 

commonalities. When discussing these styles, it is also important to recognize that I am 

referring to techniques that were first discernable on recordings from the 1950s and 60s. 

It was during that era that the Matanzas approach to quinto improvisation started to 

exhibit adherence to a noticeably structured format, while the Havana approach remained 

more organic. The quinto Habanero style tends to rely less on ride patterns, and more on 

riffs. In the quinto Matancero style, the quintero primarily utilizes ride patterns during la 

diana and el canto sections of the song, with occasional riffs to punctuate the 

performance of el gallo, and fill in spaces between phrases. During el montuno, the 

quinto playing strays further from the ride pattern, and becomes more of a stream of riffs 

that accompany, inspire, energize, anticipate, and complement the movements of the 

male dancer, while displaying the virtuosity of the quintero. This quinto Matancero 

approach is exemplified in the early recordings of Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, and is 

referred to by Luis “Luisito” Cancino Morales as the Muñequito antiguo (classic 

Muñequito) style.131 Today’s quinteros continue to innovate and push the art of quinto 

improvisation to new heights and explore the expressive and technical capabilities of 

hand drumming. 

 

Matanzas Style Quinto Ride 

 

 The primary strokes of the Matanzas style quinto ride are anchored on a 

displaced son clave rhythmic skeleton (see mus. ex. 8.1). By grounding the quinto to a 

rhythmic frame that is offset from the clave, it will almost always be heard in the spaces 
                                                

131 Luis “Luisito” Cancino Morales, interview, July, 2012.  
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left by the other drums. Many ride patterns are built around three strokes of the displaced 

clave rhythmic frame. These three strokes, when played alone, are referred to by Peñalosa 

as the “bare-bones” ride.132 The “bare-bones” ride can be seen in relation to the displaced 

son clave rhythmic frame in musical example 8.2, which also includes all of the ride 

patterns found in the seven quinto transcriptions of this document. When vertically 

aligned, it becomes apparent that each of these ride patterns is a variation on the “bare-

bones” ride. Many of these variations include every stroke of the “bare-bones” ride, while 

occasionally displacing one of the strokes, or adding anticipatory and reactionary strokes.  

 

Musical Example 8.1. Displaced son clave 

 
 

 

Musical Example 8.2. Quinto ride patterns found in the transcriptions, shown in 
relationship to the displaced son clave rhythmic frame and “bare-bones” ride. 
 

Displaced son clave 

 
 

“Bare-bones” ride133 

 
 

Variation 1 

 
                                                

132 Peñalosa, 10.  
 
133 Ibid.  
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Variation 2 

 
 

Variation 3 

 
 

Variation 4 

 
 

Variation 5 

 
 

Variation 6 

 
 

Variation 7 (One clave variation) 

 
 

 

 All of these quinto ride variations (mus. ex. 8.2) utilize a motive of alternating 

low-frequency sounds and high-frequency sounds. The low sounds are achieved with 

open and muffled tones, and the high with open and closed slaps. Strict adherence to this 

high and low alternation results in patterns that are two claves in length. Variation seven 

is a one-clave version. This high and low alternation creates a dialogue within the quinto 

itself. The “bare-bones” ride can be heard as a call-and-response pattern, with the first 

clave as the call, and the second clave as an inverted response. The concept of 

communicative low and high sounds is common in Cuban percussion. Many instruments 
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feature a high-frequency tone, called the macho (male), and a low-frequency counterpart 

called the hembra (female). The macho and hembra relationship can also be heard in the 

drum melody created by the salidor (hembra) and seis por ocho (macho). 

 

Common Quinto Riffs 

 

 As explained in the section titled “Quinto Riff”, many riffs have become 

standard with the passage of time and aural tradition. Musical example 8.3 shows sixteen 

riffs that are found in the quinto transcriptions of this document. Nearly every riff played 

in each of the seven transcribed quinto performances is constructed from one of these 

basic cells.  

 

Musical Example 8.3. Basic quinto riffs found in the transcriptions 
 

Riff 1 (4:3 – 3 clave cycle) 

 
 

Riff 2 (off-beats) 

 
 

Riff 3 

 
 

Riff 4 
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Riff 5 

 
 

Riff 6 

 
 

Riff 7 (3 clave cycle) 

 
 

Riff 8 

 
 

Riff 9 (3 clave cycle) 

 
 

Riff 10 

 
 

Riff 11 

 
 

Riff 12 

 
 

Riff 13 (Quarter note triplets) 

 
 

Riff 14 

 



 155 

 
Riff 15 (Quarter notes) 

 
 

Riff 16 (Eighth notes) 

 
 

 

 Riff number 1 is a displaced 4:3 polyrhythm that starts on the second eighth 

note of the bar. This riff creates a hemiola effect, which spans three complete claves 

before returning to its home position. The riff has three positions, and can start on the 

first, third, or fifth measure. Starting this pattern on the first measure, with a feel of being 

displaced by one eighth note, is the most often used position.  

 Riff number 2 is one of the most commonly heard rhythmic cells in Cuban 

percussion improvisation. It is a stream of off-beat strokes, written as eighth notes that 

fall between the main beats and the first level of simple subdivision. This pattern can also 

be thought of as a displaced quarter note stream. 

 Number 3 is a common three-stroke cell. The pattern of slaps and open tones 

indicated in this example is a frequently used variation. All of these riffs can be played 

with different combinations of tones, creating unique and interesting sonic results, 

including hemiolas. One popular variation on this cell reverses all of the tones, replacing 

slaps for open tones and open tones for slaps. Both of these versions of the riff are 

strongly featured in Ray Barretto’s arrangement of the salsa classic “Guarare”.134 In 

                                                
134 Ray Barretto, “Guarare” from Barretto, Fania m522333, 1975, CD.  
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Barretto’s arrangement, the entire salsa ensemble plays this riff in unison. This is one of 

many examples of quinto language being absorbed into popular Latin dance music.  

 Riff number 4 is often executed with a slightly “laid back” feel. The final stroke 

of the quarter note triplet is commonly played on the “back side” of the notated 

indication. Rhythmic feel is an important aspect of rumba percussion. The best way to 

understand the traditional phrasing and nuance of these rhythmic cells is by carefully 

listening to recordings of master drummers. Many of the subtleties of these musical 

expressions cannot easily transfer to the standard Western notation system. Just as 

American jazz and Western classical music is performed with traditional approaches to 

“swing” and phrasing, rumba also adheres to specific tendencies in rhythmic execution.  

 Riff number 5 begins with an anticipatory stroke. This three-stroke cell creates 

a hemiola that spans three claves before returning to the home position. A common 

variation is to change tones each time the cell repeats. One example is to play the first 

three strokes as slaps, the next three strokes as open tones, and then continue the 

alternation. This creates a macho/hembra dialogue.  

 The sixth riff can be thought of as displaced beats, which creates a highly 

syncopated and disjunctive effect on the listener. These evenly spaced strokes can create 

a feeling of a secondary downbeat that is opposed to that of the clave. This riff is often 

played with all open tones. 

 Riff number 7 is another three-clave cycle. This cell is essentially the same as 

riff number one, with each stroke doubled on the next available eighth note. It creates an 

embellished 4:3 polyrhythm. Alternating between high and low sounds, in groups of four 

or two strokes, is a common variation. 
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 Riff number 8 is often begun with an anticipatory eighth note stroke. This cell is 

played with a specific “swing”. The four eighth notes that begin on the downbeat can be 

stretched out, while the two eighth notes that fall on the second beat are crushed together.  

 The ninth riff, like the seventh riff, is built around the skeletal framework of riff 

number 1. This three-clave cycle creates a 4:3 polyrhythmic feel. A macho/hembra 

dialogue can be created with each repetition of the five-stroke streams.  

 Riff number 10 is often initiated with the last two strokes of the one bar pattern. 

Once again, experimenting with “tone-slap” alternation can create many interesting 

variations.  

 Riff number 11 is a favorite of Jesús Alfonso Miró, the former musical director 

and quintero for Los Muñequitos, and arguably one of the greatest rumberos of all time. 

This cell has a similar sonic effect as riff number 3. 

 The twelfth riff features a three-stroke cell that is grounded to the primary beats 

of the meter. It is similar to riff 3 and 11, but with a less syncopated effect.  

 Riff number 13 is a stream of quarter note triplets. This is one of the most 

commonly used rhythmic cells in quinto improvisation, and helps to enforce the concept 

of a duality of meter. The flow of these triplets can be adjusted to be “in fix” with rumba 

clave. Some effective hemiola patterns can be created out of this riff with the placement 

of accents or slap tones. One common variation is to accent every fourth stroke. Another 

is to alternate between two successive slaps, and two successive open tones, producing a 

“two up-two down” effect. 

 Riff number 14 is the inversion of riff number twelve. Though this rhythm is 

grounded to the primary beats, the placement of the slap creates a syncopated result.  
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 Number 15 is a stream of on-beat quarter notes. While the majority of quinto 

improvisation features highly syncopated and off-beat figures, returning to a grounded 

quarter note feel can be extremely fresh and effective.  

 The last riff, number 16, is a stream of eighth note strokes. This is often used to 

build intensity, or construct accent patterns through creative placement of slaps.  

 

Approaching and Resolving a Riff 

 

 An effective quintero must be skilled in his ability to weave seamlessly between 

rides and riffs. He must know how to depart from the ride, set up the riff, develop the riff, 

resolve the riff, and transition back into the ride. All the while, the quintero must watch 

the feet of the male dancer, and coordinate the drum improvisation to reflect, and inspire, 

the choreography. The best quinto players are able to anticipate the vacunao gesture, and 

mark it with an accented stroke on the drum. Musical example 8.4 is an excerpt from the 

transcription of “¿Que vendes tú?” by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas.135 The quintero on 

this recording is Leonel Torriente. 

This quinto example begins with ride variation number 1. In measure 93, the 

quinto stops on the first stroke of the ride pattern, and rests for almost a full clave before 

beginning to set up the riff. Starting in measure 95, the quintero plays slap tones on the 

primary strokes of the ride pattern. In measure 97, Torriente begins to “warm up” the 

quinto by playing every other stroke of the riff that is to begin on the next line. Starting in 

measure 101, Torriente begins the complete version of quinto riff number 1, which 
                                                

135 Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, “¿Que vendes tú?”, from Óyelos de nuevo, by 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas and Folklore Matancero, recorded May 2, 1970, Qbadisc 
9013, 1994, CD.  
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continues for eight full claves. In measure 106, a “tone-slap” alternation is used to vary 

the riff, while also initiating a “low-high” motive. Transitioning to quinto riff number 2 in 

measure 11, and maintaining the “tone-slap” alternation, essentially speeds up the motive. 

 

Musical Example 8.4. Excerpt from “¿Que vendes tú?” by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas 

 

 

 



 160 

 All of the momentum that has been built, to this point, is halted abruptly on the 

last eighth note of measure 114. Torriente then plays a quarter note triplet in measure 

115, which serves to “set up” the resolution stroke that is executed in measure 116. The 

resolution falls on the “two side” of the clave, between the two strokes of the claves. This 

accent placement, on the fourth eighth note of the “two side”, is the most commonly 

found resolution point in all of my transcriptions. Because this resolution accompanies 

the vacunao gesture, I call it the “vacunao stroke”. Immediately after the vacunao stroke, 

Torriente seamlessly returns to quinto ride number 1. 

 Even though this is a transcribed audio recording, in which there is no way to see 

the dance accompaniment, one can visualize the choreography by listening to the quinto 

improvisation in the montuno section. The quinto begins sparsely as the male dancer 

approaches the female, and gradually increases intensity as the male attempts to impress 

the female with his flashy steps. The quarter note triplet figure may even be an audible 

cue to the dancer, so that both dancer, and drummer, can deliver the vacunao 

simultaneously. The entire process is repeated as the male makes subsequent attempts to 

conquer his partner. The best drum and dance relationships are those in which the two 

can anticipate each other’s steps, rhythms, and improvisational tendencies. In many 

modern rumba performances, this connection is all but lost. It was, however, a major 

aspect of the early rumba, which significantly impacted the development of quinto 

improvisation.    
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CHAPTER 9: QUINTO TRANSCRIPTIONS AND ANALYSES 

 

 In this chapter, I present the seven quinto transcriptions that I have chosen to 

notate and analyze for this research. These selections were transcribed while listening to 

the original recordings, in real time, through headphones. Each title page includes all 

available recording information, and the name of the quintero. I have also marked the 

pitch of the quinto open tone in each performance, which was determined by the use of a 

strobe tuner. Additional indications include tempo and the beginning of each montuno 

section. No stickings are included, unless video is available. Each line of the 

transcriptions is four measures in length, providing an easy clave reference. These 

selections were chosen because they are in the classic Matanzas style of quinto 

performance. One Havana style transcription (“Quinto Habanero”) is included as a basis 

for comparison. These performances were also chosen because of their high recording 

quality, which makes the quinto playing easily discernable. The transcriptions track the 

development of quinto improvisation, with a span of over four decades. The earliest 

example was recorded in 1970, while the most recent example was recorded in 2012. 

 

“¿Que vendes tú?” (from Óyelos de nuevo) by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas 

 

 “¿Que vendes tú?” was recorded in 1970 by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, and 

released on the album Óyelos de nuevo.136 Leonel Torriente is credited in the liner notes 

as the quintero. Ride variation number 1 (see mus. ex. 8.2) is the primary ride used in this 
                                                

136 Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, “¿Que vendes tú?” from Óyelos de nuevo, by 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas and Folklore Matancero, recorded May 2, 1970, Qbadisc 
9013, 1994, CD.  
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performance. Additional rides include numbers 2, 3, 4, and 6 (see mus. ex. 8.2). The riffs 

used in this performance include number 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, and 13. Table 9.1 shows a rhythmic 

cell recurrences chart for this transcription. 

 

Table 9.1. Rhythmic cell recurrences chart for “¿Que vendes tú?” 
 
Ride Variation # Riff # Measures of Occurrence 
1  10-21, 26-35, 41-55, 61-66, 71-74, 85-92, 117-120, 131-

132, 157-160, 179-180, 185-186 
2  67-70 
3  75-78 
4  79-84 
6  145-156 
 1 9, 25, 97-110, 161-169 
 2 37-38, 11-114, 133-140, 170-174 
 3 57-58 
 4 121-124, 181, 187 
 5 125-128 
 13 39, 59, 115, 141, 175 

 

 

 The following five pages comprise the transcribed quinto performance from 

“¿Que vendes tú?”. 
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Musical Example 9.1. Quinto transcription from “¿Qué vendes tú?” 
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“Óyelos de nuevo” (from Óyelos de nuevo) by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas 

 

 “Óyelos de nuevo” was recorded in 1970 by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas and 

released on the album Óyelos de nuevo.137 Leonel Torriente is credited in the liner notes 

as the quintero. This is the same album and quintero as for “¿Que vendes tú?”. Diaz, 

Cane, and Berriel state: 

“Óyelos de nuevo,” (Listen to them again) was composed by Juan Mesa around 
1961. At that time there was a rumor going around that the Muñequitos had 
broken up. You know the Cubans love a bit of gossip, they love to exaggerate. 
So Juan Mesa wrote this song to let everyone know that the Muñequitos were 
still together. It’s a Guaguancó.138 
 

 The primary ride variation used in this performance is number 1 (see mus. ex. 

8.2). Table 9.2 shows a rhythmic cell recurrences chart for this transcription. Other rides 

include number 1, 2, and 6. The primary riffs used in this performance are number 1, 4, 6, 

7, 8, 9, 13, and 15 (see mus. ex. 8.3).  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

137 Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, “Óyelos de nuevo,” from Óyelos de nuevo, by 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas and Folklore Matancero, recorded May 2, 1970, Qbadisc 
9013, 1994, CD. 

 
138 Duran, liner notes to Cantar Maravilloso.  
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Table 9.2. Rhythmic cell recurrences chart for “Óyelos de nuevo” from Óyelos de nuevo 
 
Ride Variation # Riff # Measures of Occurrence 
1  1-22, 27-34, 47-52, 57-69, 73-78, 83-88, 95-106, 111-114, 

119-120, 135-136, 161-168 
2  35-39, 107-110, 115-118 
6  24-26, 44-46, 54-56, 80-82, 121-124, 171-172 
 1 213-221 
 4 23, 53, 89-91, 137 
 6 41-43, 169-170, 173-179, 179-184, 199-209, 211 
 7 125-133, 148-158, 185-197 
 8 139-143 
 9 143-146 
 13 43, 71, 79,  
 15 93, 133, 159, 197, 209 

 

 

 The following six pages comprise the transcribed quinto performance from 

“Óyelos de nuevo” on the album Óyelos de nuevo. 
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Musical Example 9.2. Quinto transcription from “Óyelos de nuevo” on the album Óyelos 
de nuevo 
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“Óyelos de nuevo” (from Congo yambumba) by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas 

 

 Los Muñequitos de Matanzas recorded this second version of the song “Óyelos 

de nuevo” in 1983 on the album Congo yambumba.139 This album was originally released 

in 1989 with the title Guaguancó/Columbia/Yambú.140 The liner notes credit Jesús 

Alfonso Miró as the quintero. The primary ride used in this performance is variation 

number 7 (see mus. ex. 8.2). This is the only one-clave ride variation. Other rides include 

number 6 and 7. The riffs used in this performance include number 1, 2, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 12, 

13, 14, 15, and 16 (see mus. ex. 8.3). Table 9.3 is a rhythmic cell recurrences chart for 

this transcription. Comparison of this chart to those for previous examples shows that, in 

this era of quinto performance, the riff vocabulary becomes increasingly varied. The last 

five measures of this transcription show a percussion break ending that has become 

characteristic of Los Muñequitos.  

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
139 Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, “Óyelos de nuevo,” from Congo yambumba, 

recorded November 15-17, 1983, Qbadisc 9014, 1992, CD.  
 

140 Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, Guaguancó/Columbia/Yambú, recorded 
November 15-17, 1983, Areito LD 277, 1989, CD.  
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Table 9.3. Rhythmic cell recurrences chart for “Óyelos de nuevo” from Congo 
yambumba  
 
Ride Variation # Riff # Measures of Occurrence 
1  17-20, 51-52, 135-138, 149-152, 165-166, 175-176, 201-

202 
6  54-56, 97-98 
7  10-12, 15-16, 31-32, 35-38, 41-42, 47-48, 57-62, 71-74, 

83-86, 89-92, 101-104, 109-112, 123-126, 131-132, 183-
184, 189-190, 231-232, 235-236 

 1 13, 21-25, 81, 117-121, 225-229, 237-240 
 2 39-40, 43-45, 49, 67-69, 79, 99, 115, 121, 143-147, 157-

159, 167-170, 181, 197, 203, 209, 221-223, 229, 233, 241, 
255-262 

 4 53, 187 
 5 27, 29, 31, 39, 63, 79, 135 
 6 113-115 
 7 247-253 
 9 93-96, 153-156, 177-180, 185, 191, 193-197 
 12 133, 203 
 13 33, 63, 65, 75-77, 139, 171-173, 243-245 
 14 105-107, 161-163, 199 
 15 87, 127-129, 141, 181, 211, 219, 241 
 16 205-207, 213-217 

 

 

 The following seven pages comprise the transcription of “Óyelos de nuevo” 

from the album Congo yambumba. 
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Musical Example 9.3. Quinto transcription from “Óyelos de nuevo” on the album Congo 
yambumba  
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“Alma libre” (from Real Rumba from Cuba) by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas 

 

 “Alma libre” was recorded in 1985 by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas and 

included on the album Real Rumba From Cuba.141 The quintero on this recording is not 

credited, however, it is likely Jesús Alfonso Miró. Alfonso was the primary quintero with 

Los Muñequitos during this year, and the playing reflects his typical style. The only ride 

pattern used in this performance is variation number 7 (see mus. ex. 8.2). Riffs found in 

this transcription include number 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 9, 11, 12, 13, 15, and 16 (see mus. ex. 

8.3). The last three measures show another percussion break ending. Table 9.4 is a 

rhythmic cell recurrences chart for “Alma libre”. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                

141 Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, “Alma libre,” from Real Rumba From Cuba, by 
Los Muñequitos De Matanzas, Columbia del Puerto, Afrocuba De Matanzas, Cutumba, 
and Carlos Embales, recorded 1985 and 1988, Corason COCD110, 1994, CD.  
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Table 9.4. Rhythmic cell recurrences chart for “Alma libre” 
 
Ride Variation # Riff # Measures of Occurrence 
7  23-30, 35-40, 49-50, 53-62, 69-72, 79-82, 95-98, 103-106 
 1 6-7, 21, 63-67 
 2 32-33, 46, 67, 86, 101, 107-111, 113, 115-118, 121, 127, 

133-137, 145-146, 151-152, 156, 166, 170-171, 175, 179, 
181 

 3 129-131, 171 
 4 31 
 5 139, 175, 177, 179, 181 
 6 9-15, 99-101 
 7 87, 157-165, 172-173 
 9 41-43, 73-77, 123-126 
 11 83-85, 121, 147-151 
 12 89, 91-93, 173 
 13 33, 119, 137, 139 
 15 45, 51-52, 127, 183-185 
 16 141-145, 153-155, 167-169 

  

 The following five pages comprise the transcription of “Alma libre” by Los 

Muñequitos de Matanzas. 
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Musical Example 9.4. Quinto transcription from “Alma libre” 
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“Muñequito antiguo” by Luis “Luisito” Cancino Morales 

 

 On July 18th, 2012, I filmed a video of Luis “Luisito” Cancino Morales 

performing a demonstration of the classic Matanzas style of quinto improvisation in 

Matanzas, Cuba. Because Cancino refers to this style as “Muñequito antiguo”, I have 

titled this transcription “Muñequito antiguo”. Accompanying Cancino was Rafael “El 

Niño” Navarro Pujada on claves, and an unknown member of Los Muñequitos on 

salidor. This performance was given outside of the context of a rumba song, resulting in 

a solo quinto style demonstration comprising riff vocabulary linked together with brief 

ride interludes. The only ride pattern used in this performance is variation number 7 (see 

mus. ex. 8.2). Riff numbers 7 and 2 are prominently featured, along with numbers 4, 8, 

13, and 15 (see mus. ex. 8.3). The last five measures is a commonly heard quinto call, 

signaling the ensemble to stop. Table 9.5 is a rhythmic cell recurrences chart for 

“Muñequito antiguo”.  

 

Table 9.5. Rhythmic cell recurrences chart for “Muñequito antiguo” 
 
Ride Variation # Riff # Measures of Occurrence 
7  13-14, 23, 29-30, 45-50 
 2 8-10, 15-20, 24-25, 48-54, 57, 65-69 
 4 6, 42 
 7 7, 55, 73 
 8 1-6, 33-41, 59-64 
 13 11, 21, 26-27, 31, 43, 47, 70-71, 75 
 15 11, 15, 21, 57 
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Figure 9.1. Left to right: Reynaldo “Wichichi” Alfonso Garcia (percussionist with 
Afrocuba de Matanzas) and Luis “Luisito” Cancino Morales in Matanzas, 2012. 
Photograph by Eric Hines.  
 

 

 The following two pages comprise the transcription of “Muñequito antiguo”. 
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Musical Example 9.5. Quinto transcription of “Muñequito antiguo” 
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“Tasajero” (from Real Rumba from Cuba), by Afrocuba de Matanzas 

 

 “Tasajero” was recorded in 1985 by Afrocuba de Matanzas and included on the 

album Real Rumba From Cuba.142 This transcription is included to illustrate that the 

classic Matanzas style quinto vocabulary is not exclusive to Los Muñequitos de 

Matanzas, or any particular performance ensemble. The classic quinto riffs, diagramed in 

musical example 8.3, are commonplace in rumba performances from ensembles and 

quinteros throughout Cuba. Afrocuba de Matanzas, along with Los Muñequitos, is among 

the finest rumba ensembles in the history of Cuba. These two ensembles are the most 

widely recognized groups that represent the Matanzas rumba tradition. In 2012, I had the 

opportunity to study percussion with the director of Afrocuba de Matanzas, Francisco 

“Minini” Zamora Chirino. The history of this ensemble is explained in the liner notes to 

the album Óyelos de nuevo: 

Inspired by the Muñequitos, another group started up in Matanzas province, in 
Pueblo Nuevo, in 1957. Members of a Matanzas comparsa called “Los 
Guajiros,” they called their group “Guaguancó Neopoblano.” In 1959 they 
changed the name to “Conjunto Cuba,” and in 1968 became “Folklore 
Matancero.” In 1973 they changed their name one last time to “Afrocuba”, 
under which name they have become one of the institutions of Cuban music.143 
 

 “Tasajero” is a yambú, and the quinto is performed on a quinto cajón. The 

quintero for this performance is not credited in the album liner notes. The ride patterns in 

this performance are built around the base rhythm shown in musical example 9.6. This 

transcription features heavy use of riff numbers 1 and 2, along with numbers 7, 9, 12, 13, 

                                                
142 Afrocuba de Matanzas, “Tasajero,” from Real Rumba From Cuba, by Los 

Muñequitos De Matanzas, Columbia del Puerto, Afrocuba De Matanzas, Cutumba, and 
Carlos Embales, recorded 1985 and 1988, Corason COCD110, 1994, CD.  

 
143 Liner notes to Óyelos de nuevo, by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas and Folklore 

Matancero, recorded May 2, 1970, Qbadisc 9013, 1994, CD.  
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and 15. Table 9.6 is a rhythmic cell recurrences chart for “Tasajero”. The last three 

measures comprise a percussion break ending that outlines the clave. A full transcription 

of “Tasajero” is included in appendix B. 

 

Musical Example 9.6. Ride variation 8. Primary ride pattern for “Tasajero” 
 

 

 

 

Table 9.6. Rhythmic cell recurrences chart for “Tasajero” 
 
Ride Variation # Riff # Measures of Occurrence 
8  11-17, 23-25, 31-34, 49-50, 75, 79-83, 97-98, 109-114 
 1 9-10, 19, 35-38, 45-46, 51-53, 57-60, 64, 77-78, 87-90, 99, 

103-106, 115-116, 135-136, 161-162, 167 
 2 26-29, 40, 56, 62-63, 96, 126-130, 136-138, 158-160, 165-

166, 168-171 
 7 21-22, 94-96, 107-108, 119-121, 142, 150-151 
 9 91, 143-148 
 12 67-69, 101, 124-125, 156-157 
 13 5, 21, 39, 55, 60-61, 73, 85, 93, 107, 118-119, 141, 149, 

152 
 15 173-175 
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Figure 9.2. Francisco “Minini” Zamora Chirino, director of Afrocuba de Matanzas in 
Matanzas, 2012. Photograph by Eric Hines. 
 

 

 The following five pages comprise the transcription of “Tasajero” from Real 

Rumba from Cuba. 
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Musical Example 9.7. Quinto transcription from “Tasajero” 
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“Quinto Habanero” by Maximino “El Moro Quinto” Duquesne Martinez 

 

 In July of 2012, I filmed a video recording of a quinto performance by 

Maximino “El Moro Quinto” Duquesne Martinez in Havana. Because this transcription 

exemplifies the Havana style of quinto improvisation, I have titled it “Quinto Habanero”. 

This performance is included in this document as a basis for comparison to the other 

Matanzas style performances.  

 Duquesne, who was seventy-three at the time of this recording, is the senior 

member of the Havana based ensemble Los Rumberos de Cuba. He was my primary 

percussion teacher while I studied rumba in Havana in 2012. On July 24th, 2012, I 

conducted a research interview with Duquesne, during which he spoke about his life as a 

rumbero.144 Duquesne explains that he began learning rumba in the streets of Havana 

when he was nineteen years old. He was a founding member of the Conjunto Folklorico 

Nacional de Cuba and Ballet Nacional de Cuba, and a former percussionist for Tata 

Güines, Celeste Mendoza, and Carlos Embale. Duquesne is a master of Cuban folkloric 

percussion styles, including rumba, batá, bembé, yuka, palo, makuta, and others. His 

style of hand drumming is much different from that of many modern day conga players. 

Duquesne plays in the style of the street rumberos of the 1950s. In my opinion, his is the 

most beautiful conga playing that I have ever encountered. 

 

                                                
144 Maximino Duquesne Martinez, interview by author, translated by Lourdes 

Virgin Tamayo, Havana, July 24, 2012. 
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Figure 9.3. Maximino “El Moro Quinto” Duquesne Martinez in the home of Lourdes 
Virgin Tamayo in Havana, 2012. Photograph by Eric Hines. 
 

 

 Duquesne improvised “Quinto Habanero” while I accompanied him on seis por 

ocho and salidor, with a basic two-drum variation on the Havana style guaguancó drum 

rhythms. For this performance, there was no clave or palitos pattern being played. I have 

chosen to notate this transcription as if the seis por ocho were playing on the “three-side” 

of the clave. There is no way to know how master drummers like Duquesne are feeling 

the rhythmic organization of their improvisation, especially without the presence of an 

audible clave. After transcribing this performance and aligning it with both seis por ocho 

and clave configurations, I find that this orientation fits Duquesne’s improvisation in a 

way that makes the most sense to me. 

 This performance was given outside of the context of a rumba song. It is a 

demonstration of Duquesne’s approach to quinto improvisation. His style is an extremely 
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organic combination of quinto vocabulary, without the clear presence of an established 

ride pattern. Duquesne is simply “speaking” through the drum. His phrasing and rhythmic 

motives tend to leave space for the melody of the lower drums to be heard, always 

maintaining a three drum conversation. Musical example 9.8 is a frequently heard motive 

in this performance that could be considered the basic structure of a ride pattern. I refer to 

this motive as ride variation number 9 in the rhythmic cell recurrences chart (table 9.7). 

In measure 184, Duquesne plays a rhythmic cue that is typically used to signal an ending, 

but then continues into an extended improvisation. The complete quinto cue, with ending, 

is given in the last five measures of the transcription. Duquesne explores the tonal 

capabilities of the drum to a greater extent than in any of the other transcriptions. He 

frequently uses accent patterns and quarter note triplet streams, sometimes incorporating 

rhythms from other folkloric styles such as bembé and Abakuá. Duquesne is a left-handed 

player, and this transcription includes his original stickings.  

 

Musical Example 9.8. Ride variation number 9. Frequently used motive in “Quinto 
Habanero” 
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Table 9.7. Rhythmic cell recurrences chart for “Quinto Habanero” 
 
Ride Variation # Riff # Measures of Occurrence 
9  3-4, 9-10, 17-18, 23-25, 49-53, 57, 61-62, 69, 118, 134-

139, 141-142, 180, 198, 212, 224 
 1 181-183 
 2 29, 102-104, 115-116, 126, 128, 143, 169, 171, 175, 221 
 3 29, 31, 70, 92-96, 111, 143-148, 169, 200-202 
 4 11, 13, 15, 42, 44, 46, 124, 178, 209 
 5 58, 78 
 6 20-21, 186 
 7 6-7, 34 
 9 217-218 
 11 35, 47-48 
 12 30-31, 222 
 13 19, 26-28, 32, 54-56, 71-76, 80-82, 85-87, 97, 104, 113-

116, 126, 128, 129-133, 153-158, 162-166, 173-174, 184, 
186-196, 210, 212-216, 229 

 15 22, 40, 60, 65-66, 106, 112, 150, 168, 170 
 16 176-177, 203-208, 219,  
   
   

 

 

 The following seven pages comprise the transcription of “Quinto Habanero”. 
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Musical Example 9.9. Quinto transcription of “Quinto Habanero” 
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CHAPTER 10: CONCLUSION 

 

 Research on the history and development of Cuban rumba, analysis of recorded 

performances by masters of the genre, and identification of the rhythmic vocabulary from 

which rumba draws upon enable percussionists to create informed quinto improvisations 

that behave stylistically similar to those heard from the rumberos of Cuba. This research 

represents my goal of presenting a current and thorough single source dedicated to the art 

of Cuban rumba. The historical section of this document compiles information from the 

spectrum of publications that address the subject, while providing new material and 

personal accounts acquired from my research in Cuba.  

 The discussion on rumba percussion notation systems highlights the challenges 

encountered when attempting to transcribe performances of a musical art that is not 

traditionally written. It is my hope that the guidelines for notation presented in this 

research will inspire future authors, composers, and performers to consider a standardized 

approach to notation that will aid readers in interpreting this music with ease. The 

guidelines suggested here can be expanded to many other areas of world percussion that 

lack a standard notation system. 

 The transcriptions included in this document are not only a useful tool for 

analyzing rumba recordings, but they can also be learned and performed by individuals 

and ensembles looking to gain insight into authentic performance practices. While this 

research highlights many interesting commonalities in the transcriptions, playing through 

them will reveal countless additional pearls of wisdom. Learning and performing these 
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transcribed improvisations provides an opportunity to peer into the minds of the masters 

who created them.    

 

Method for Learning Quinto Improvisation 

 

 The first, and most important, step to learning quinto improvisation is to 

critically listen to master quinteros. Hours of careful listening will reveal performance 

trends that are both typical of the genre, and specific to individual players. The process of 

transcribing recorded performances can be an effective method of comprehending the 

logic of quinto improvisation. What, at first listen, appears to be a stream-of-conscious 

rhythmic expression, often reveals itself to be quite structured and rooted in typical 

quinto behaviors. 

 Before attempting to play any of the quinto transcriptions, I recommend 

mastering each of the isolated rides and riffs that are listed in musical examples 8.2 and 

8.3. Developing an internal sense of clave, while playing these patterns, will enhance 

understanding of how to play with an authentic feel, and “lock in” the quinto 

improvisation with the other instruments in the rumba percussion section. The first step 

to developing an internal clave is to practice to an audible clave pattern. There are 

applications available for tablet computers and mobile devices that function as a clave 

metronome. One app that I have found to be useful is titled “the Clave”145, and is 

available as a free download from the Apple App Store and Google Play. This app has 

the ability to play son clave, rumba clave, and 6/8 clave with adjustable tempo and clave 

                                                
145 Andrew Milloy, “the Clave”, metronome app, version 2.0, 2010: 

www.mammalsoft.com.  
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direction. Another useful practice technique is to play along with a programmable drum 

machine, or loops created with a loop system. These tools are available both as apps, and 

as hardware, from various developers. Many of these machines can be programmed to 

layer, and loop, patterns for claves, guagua, chékere, seis por ocho, and salidor. 

Practicing along with loops is a great way to understand the relationship between the 

quinto and other percussion instruments. While these tools are valuable for learning, it is 

important to keep in mind that live performances exhibit ensemble flex and nuances in 

rhythmic phrasing that are not always possible to attain with a machine. It is a good idea 

to practice along to recordings, and with live percussionists whenever possible. 

 After mastering each of the ride variations and common riffs with a metronome, 

the next step is to develop the ability to play the clave with one of your feet, while 

playing quinto with your hands. I often practice these exercises while playing rumba 

clave with my left foot on a pedal mounted cowbell, and marking the first stroke of each 

clave with my right foot on a hi-hat mounted chékere. Practicing in this manner allows 

the player to control the rhythmic feel and tempo of the performance, while internalizing, 

and externalizing, the clave. Just as Western trained percussionists are encouraged to 

learn to tap their foot to the pulse while they play, tapping the foot to the clave will 

significantly enhance a percussionist’s ability to understand the rhythmic organizing 

principles of clave based music. When fluency is achieved, it is entirely possible to 

improvise, and sight read transcriptions, while maintaining the clave with the foot. 

Playing along to recordings, with foot clave, is an excellent way to absorb clave phrasing 

tendencies, and negotiate tempo changes and ensemble flex.  
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 Each of the transcriptions in this document should be learned while playing to a 

clave metronome, with the original recording, and with foot clave. Memorizing the 

transcriptions will help the performer to develop a vocabulary of stylistically appropriate 

rhythmic cells. These cells can then be used to create unique, personal, and spontaneous 

improvisations that reflect the traditional sound of folkloric Cuban rumba. Special 

attention should be given to ways in which master drummers approach, develop, and 

resolve their improvisations, while effectively using ride and riff language that 

complements the singer, dancers, and other percussionists.    

 

Applications for Improvising in Salsa Music 

 

 The rhythmic organizing principles found in quinto improvisation are not 

exclusive to rumba, or to percussion instruments. These improvisational concepts transfer 

to many styles of clave based music, such as salsa. Many of the rhythmic cells 

highlighted in this research are often heard in the improvisations of piano, bass, tres 

(Cuban guitar with three double strings), horns, and other instrumentalists. Often, salsa 

arrangements include unison ensemble figures that feature common quinto ride and riff 

patterns. This approach towards improvisation transfers to each of the primary 

instruments of the salsa percussion section, particularly timbales, bongos, and congas. 

Some of the great percussion soloists who root their improvisation in quinto language 

include Luciano “Chano” Pozo González, Ramon “Mongo” Santamaría Rodríguez, 

Ernesto Antonio “Tito” Puente, Manuel “Manny” Oquendo, Nicholas “Nicky” Marrero, 

Guillermo Barretto, Hector Endel Dueño Rivera, Carlos “Patato” Valdés, José Luis 
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“Changuito” Quintana, Poncho Sanchez, Pedro “Pedrito” Pablo Martínez, and countless 

others.  

 Applying quinto vocabulary to other instruments is a matter of maintaining the 

macho and hembra dialogue by utilizing high and low sounds. Exploring the sonic 

capabilities of the new instrument will reveal possibilities for embellishment. Practicing 

quinto transcriptions on timbales is an application that has worked well for me. I will 

often perform the transcription with my right hand moving between the two drums, while 

my left hand plays rumba clave on a jam block. I will also explore the tonal capabilities 

of the timbales by utilizing rim shots, dead strokes, pressed buzzes, and other effects. 

After developing the ability to maintain clave with my left hand, I will revisit the 

transcription with both hands free to improvise. Many of the common quinto riffs can be 

embellished through the incorporation of rudimental drumming techniques.  

 

Final Thoughts 

 

 Cuban rumba is a way of life. As Maximino Duquesne explains, “Rumba for 

me is my life. It’s everything to me. It’s my family.”146 Duquesne goes on to say that he 

believes in being a mentor to the younger rumberos, and sharing with them everything 

that he has learned. He states that other rumberos feel differently, and that “there are 

many good [rumberos], but they don’t want to show the young guys how to play. They 

want to maintain the secrets for themselves. They don’t have the bomba [heart] to show  

                                                
146 Duquesne, interview, 2012.  



 220 

the new guys the new innovations.”147 As a tribute to my teacher, Maximino Duquesne, I 

hope that this research will help others to understand some of the secrets of rumba, and 

inspire them on their individual journeys into the beautiful world of Cuban music. This 

final reflection comes from the song “Amigo”, written by Rogelio Ernesto “El Gato” 

Gatell Cotó and performed by Los Rumberos de Cuba: 

 Amigo, nosotros los rumberos de Cuba, 
 Caminamos por la vida tan hermosa, 
 Pues no sabemos hacer otra cosa, 
 Que cantar una buena rumba, amigo.148 
 
 [Amigo, we the rumberos of Cuba, 
 Walk through this beautiful life, 
 For we know no other way, 
 But to sing a good rumba, amigo.]  
 
  
 

 

  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

                                                
147 Duquesne, interview, 2012. 
 
148 Rogelio Ernesto “El Gato” Gatell Cotó, “Amigo,” from Habana de mi 

corazón, by Los Rumberos de Cuba, recorded May, 2006, Egrem 0858, 2006, CD. 
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APPENDIX A: DISCOGRAPHY FOR LOS MUÑEQUITOS DE MATANZAS 

In Order of Recording Date 

 

Conjunto Guaguancó Matancero and Papín y sus Rumberos. Guaguancó. 
Recorded 1950s. Puchito MLP565, 1958. 331/3 rpm. 

 
Grupo Guaguancó Matancero, Papín, and others. Guaguancó Volume 2. Recorded 1950s. 

Puchito MLP595, 1958. 331/3 rpm. 
 
Guaguancó Matancero. Rumba abierta. Recorded 1950s. WS Latino 4205, 1999. CD. 
 
Piñero, Ignacio, Rolando Aguiló, Moisés Simons, Los Matanceros, and others. Carnaval 
a 

Santiago de Cuba. Recorded late 1950s or early 1960s. Chant du Monde  
LDX-A-4250, 1967. 331/3 rpm. 

 
Guaguancó Matancero. Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Recorded 1956-63. Tumbao 707, 

2004. CD. 
 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas and Folklore Matancero. Óyelos de nuevo. Recorded May 

2, 1970. Qbadisc QB 9013, 1994. CD. 
 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Areito 3701, 1977.  

331/3 rpm. 
 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Rumba caliente. Recorded 1977 and 1988. Qbadisc QB 

9005, 1992. CD. 
 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Guaguancó/Columbia/Yambú. Recorded November 15-17, 

1983. Vitral Records, 1989. CD. 
 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Congo yambumba. Recorded November 15-17, 1983. 

Originally released as Guaguancó/Columbia/Yambú. Qbadisc QB 9014, 1992. 
CD. 

 
Los Muñequitos De Matanzas, Columbia del Puerto, Afrocuba De Matanzas, Cutumba, 

and Carlos Embales. Real Rumba from Cuba. Recorded 1985 and 1988. Corason 
COCD110, 1994. CD. 

 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Cantar maravilloso. Recorded August 1989. Globestyle 

053, 1990. CD. 
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Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Live in New York. Recorded December 11, 1992. Qbadisc 
QB 9026, 1998. CD. 

 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Vacunao. Qbadisc QB 9017, 1995. CD. 
 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Ito iban echu. Qbadisc QB 9022, 1996. CD. 
 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Rumberos de corazón. Pimienta 566-2, 2003. CD. 
 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. Tambor de fuego. Bis Music 296, 2007. CD. 
 
Los Muñequitos de Matanzas. D’palo pa rumba. Bis Music 745, 2009. CD. 
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APPENDIX B: COMPLETE TRANSCRIPTION OF A YAMBÚ PERFORMANCE 

 

This appendix presents an applied analysis of “Tasajero” by Afrocuba de 

Matanzas.149 Included are a transcription and several diagrams outlining key elements of 

the formal structure. The purpose of the analysis is to aid the reader in understanding the 

formal structure of the song, interaction between the musicians, and improvisational 

trends typical of the yambú. 

 

Afrocuba de Matanzas 

 

The group Afrocuba de Matanzas was founded in 1957, and is one of Cuba’s most 

important folkloric ensembles. Lisa-Maria Salb writes: 

Afrocuba is widely recognized in Cuba and worldwide for their mastery of the 
full spectrum of Afrocuban folklore, including presentation of certain genres 
performed only by them. The group members are not only top-notch professional 
artists, but also practitioners of the religions whose music and dance they perform. 
Their instruments have been painstakingly hand crafted using centuries-old 
methods and original materials, making for an incomparable richness and 
authenticity of sound. 
 
"The group's repertoire contains a wide and complete panorama of the traditions 
brought to Cuba by the African slaves, and the results of their evolution and 
integration into modern Cuban society", says director Francisco Zamora Chirino. 
Their shows include music and dance of Lucumí (Yoruba), Arará (Dahomey), 
Bantu (Congo), Calabar, and other African origins, as well as the more Spanish 
and Caribbean influenced traditions. "Our goal is to keep the legacy of our 
ancestors alive, while enriching it with our creative interpretation," Mr. Zamora 
explains.150 

                                                
149 Afrocuba de Matanzas, “Tasajero,” from Real Rumba from Cuba, by Los 

Muñequitos De Matanzas, Columbia del Puerto, Afrocuba De Matanzas, Cutumba, and 
Carlos Embales, recorded 1985 and 1988, Corason COCD110, 1994, CD.  

 
150 Lisa-Maria Salb, “Afrocuba de Matanzas,” AfroCubaWeb, July, 1997, 

accessed June 22, 2015, http://afrocubaweb.com/afrocubamatanzas.htm.   
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Percussion 

 

 The drummers on “Tasajero” use congas for the salidor and seis por ocho. A 

cajón is used for the quinto. Even though they are using congas for the lower drums, the 

rhythms used are typical of the early style of yambú. The salidor patterns used in 

“Tasajero” are also typically heard in guaguancó.  

The rhythm played by the seis por ocho is particularly interesting. While all of the 

other percussion instruments are playing rhythms with a simple metric subdivision, the 

seis por ocho rhythm uses compound beat subdivision. This pattern aligns with the 

salidor only on their shared open tone. This juxtaposition of rhythm gives the 

performance a feel that shifts the listener’s ear between two opposing downbeats.  

  The percussion section also includes claves and a guagua. The claves play the 

standard yambú clave rhythm, while the guagua utilizes a typical Matanzas style pattern.  

 

Song Structure and Analysis 

 

Table B.1 presents the song texts and formal structure of Tasajero in reference to 

their length in clave’s.151  

 

Table B.1. Song text and formal structure for “Tasajero” 

Percussion introduction:  
Claves begin alone, salidor enters, guagua joins clave, and  
seis por ocho enters        1 clave 

                                                
151 This transcription of the lyrics to Tasajero is the author’s best approximation 

of the sung text. The dialect, vocables, and slang used on the recording make it difficult 
to decipher the exact text. 
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 Claves, guagua, salidor, and seis por ocho establish ride pattern  1 clave  
 
El Canto: 
 Cajón enters 
 Singer #1:  Mi mome r no quiere casar no             2 claves 
 Chorus:  Bueno lo que quieres domino    1 clave 
 Singer #1:  Que lo trabaje como yo    1 clave 
 Chorus:  Que lo trabaje como yo (2x)              2 claves 
 Singers #2:  Ese nino tiene empeño andelo              2 claves 
 Chorus:  Bueno (mi diego) como mi negro   1 clave 
 Singer #2:  Ese nino tiene empeño andelo              2 claves 
 Chorus:  Bueno (mi diego) como mi negro    1 clave 
 Singer #2:  El quarto se no cumblo    1 clave 
 Chorus:  Lo pagaremos entre los dos              2 claves 
 Singer #2:  Acere un trato entre mi we we we we do Comi! 
 2 claves 
 Singer #1:  Mi mome r no quiere casar no             3 claves 
 Chorus:  Bueno lo que quieres domino    1 clave 
 Singer #1:  Que lo trabaje como yo    1 clave 
 Chorus:  Que lo trabaje como yo (2x)              2 claves 
 Singer #2:  Ese nino tiene empeño andelo              2 claves 
 Chorus:  Bueno (mi diego) como mi negro   1 clave 
 Singer #2:  Ese nino tiene empeño andelo              2 claves 
 Chorus:  Bueno (mi diego) como mi negro   1 clave 
 Singer #2:  El quarto se no cumblo    1 clave 
 Chorus:  Lo pagaremos entre los dos (2x)             2 claves 
  
Montuno #1: 

Singer #2:  Acere un trato entre mi we we we we do 1 and ½ claves 
 Chorus:  Acere un trato entre mi we we we we do 1 and ½ claves 
 Singer #1:  Ele caballe     1 and ½ claves 
 Chorus:  Acere un trato entre mi we we we we do 1 and ½ claves 
 Singer #1:  Improvisation     1 and ½ claves 
 Chorus:  Acer un trato entre mi we we we we do 1 and ½ claves 
 Singer #1:  Esta es la rumba buena   1 and ½ claves 
 Chorus:  Acere un trato entre mi we we we we do 1 and ½ claves 
 Singer #1:  Que se canten en la plai   1 and ½ claves 
 Chorus:  Acer un trato entre mi we we we we do 1 and ½ claves 
 Singer #1:  Agosar caballe    1 and ½ claves 
 Chorus:  Acer un trato entre mi we we we we do 1 and ½ claves 
 Singer #1:  No No ???     1 and ½ claves 
 Chorus:  Acer un trato entre mi we we we we do 1 and ½ claves 
 Singer #1:  We we male we we tania   1 and ½ claves 
 Chorus:  Acer un trato entre mi we we we we do 1 and ½ claves 
 Singer #1:  Ye ye caballe     1 and ½ claves 
 Chorus:  Acer un trato entre mi we we we we do 1 and ½ claves 
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Montuno #2: 
 Singer #2:  Mi tajo te llama (3x)               4 claves 
 Chorus:  Ey ye ye ye mi tajo te llama              2 claves 
 Singer #2:  Improvisation                           2 claves 
 Chorus:  Ey ye ye ye mi tajo te llama              2 claves 
 Singer #2:  Improvisation                2 claves 
 Chorus:  Ey ye ye ye mi tajo te llama              2 claves 
 Singer #2:  Ey la rumba de Afrocuba te esta llamando            2 claves 
 Chorus:  Ey ye ye ye mi tajo te llama              2 claves 

Singer #2:  Improvisation que lindo baila              2 claves 
 Chorus:  Ey ye ye ye mi tajo te llama              2 claves 
 Singer #2:  Improvisation                2 claves 
 Chorus:  Ey ye ye ye mi tajo te llama              2 claves 
 Singer #2:  Ey la rumba de Afrocuba te esta llamando            2 claves 
 Chorus:  Ey ye ye ye mi tajo te llama              2 claves 
 Singer #2:  MI tajo te llama mi tajo te llama             2 claves 
 Chorus:  Ey ye ye ye mi tajo te llama              2 claves 
 
Ending: 
 Percussion plays a unison downbeat          1 downbeat 

 

The form of “Tasajero” presents a slightly modified version of the classic yambú 

song structure. Table B.2 tracks the musical events and tempos in “Tasajero” by time 

code, clave, and measure numbers, with the beginning of each song section indicated in 

bold. This performance follows the common practice of layering in the percussion 

instruments. The claves enter alone at 00:00 followed by the salidor entrance at 00:01. 

The salidor begins its pattern on beat four with an open tone. At 00:02 the guagua enters 

by playing the clave pattern for one and a half measures and then shifting to the standard 

guagua rhythm. The guagua is quickly followed by the first tres dos entrance which 

begins with an open tone on beat four, imitating the salidor. The first cajón entrance can 

be heard at 00:06 with a short triplet figure that serves to set up the entrance of singer 

number 1.  
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Table B.2. Time code chart for “Tasajero” 

Time 
Code 

Clave 
# 

mm. 
# 

Event Description Tempo 

00:00 1 1 Clave enters alone Half note = 85 

00:01 1 1 Salidor enters, starting it’s pattern with an 
open tone on beat 4 

Accel. 

00:02 1 2 Guagua enters playing the clave pattern on 
beat 3, seis por ocho enters beginning it’s 
pattern with an open tone on beat 4 

 

00:04 2 4 Guagua switches to its own pattern in 
measure 4 

 

00:06 3 5 Cajón makes first entrance with three open 
tones 

 

00:07 3 6 Singer #1 makes first entrance, beginning 
La Diana 

 

00:10 5 9 Chorus makes first entrance answering 
singer #1, cajón accents the rhythms sung 
by the chorus and puts a period on the end 
with a slap 

Half note = 100 

00:13 6 11 Salidor changes pattern to variation #1 
which outlines the 3 side of the clave. Cajón 
begins to improvise by playing sparse, 
syncopated, rhythmic interjections. Singer 
#1 begins El Canto 

 

00:19 9 17 Singer #2 makes first entrance, beginning 
the second part of el canto 

 

00:24 11 21 Cajón outlines rhythmic structure of the 
chorus 

 

00:43 20 39 Cajón plays a solo fill, marking an end to 
singer #2’s section, once again ending with 
a slap 

 

00:45 20 40 Singer #1 returns for the next section of el 
canto 

Half note = 112 

00:47 22 43 Salidor returns to original pattern for 1 
clave, marking the new section. Salidor 
returns to variation #1 in the next measure 

 

00:49 23 45 Cajón outlines rhythmic structure of the 
chorus 

 

00:58 27 53 Singer #2 returns for next section of el 
canto 

 

01:17 36 71 Singer #2 begins the first Montuno section 
by singing a refrain that is echoed by the 
chorus 

Half note = 118 

01:22 38 75 Singer #1 begins his first improvisation  
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01:23 39 77 Cajón part becomes more active and 
soloistic as the montuno section begins. 
Salidor returns to original pattern 

 

01:33 44 87 Salidor changes to variation #1  
01:39 47 93 Salidor changes to variation #2 for the 

remainder of the song 
 

01:52 54 107 Singer #2 begins the 2nd Montuno, singing a 
melody that aligns rhythmically with the 
seis por ocho pattern. This melody becomes 
the new refrain for the chorus. The song 
begins to feel more like it is in 6/8. Seis por 
ocho breaks its pattern for the first time and 
plays a series of 4 accented notes that 
answer the improvisation in the cajón part. 

Half note = 130 

02:02 59 118 Cajón begins to pull away from the pulse of 
the salidor and seis por ocho, playing 
increasingly complex rhythms. Singer #2 
also begins to improvise with more 
complicated rhythms that fall between 4/4 
and 6/8 time.  

 

02:12 73 147 Seis por ocho once again breaks it’s pattern 
playing the same rhythm from measure 107 

 

02:47 83 167 Cajón articulates the rhythms sung by 
singer #2  

 

02:50 85 171 Seis por ocho once again breaks it’s pattern 
playing the same rhythm from measure 107 
and 147 

 

02:52 86 173 Cajón plays a cue signaling that the end is 
coming 

 

02:54  175 All percussion instruments play a unison 
downbeat ending the song 

 

 

 Following the percussion introduction, singer number 1 makes his first entrance at 

00:07. In this performance the diana does not include a series of vocables, but rather 

features a short call and response between singer number 1 and the chorus. The canto 

begins at 00:13 as singer number 1 begins the main verses of the song. Each verse is 

answered with a harmonized response from the chorus. Singer number 2 makes his first 

entrance, continuing the canto at 00:19. The two singers continue to alternate verses for 

the remainder of the canto section. The tempo steadily increases as the song progresses. 
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 The first montuno section begins at 01:17 with singer number 2 giving the chorus 

a refrain to sing. Both singers take turns improvising verses between the repeated choral 

refrain. At 01:52 a second montuno section begins, again with singer number 2 providing 

the chorus with a new refrain. The two singers once again trade improvisations between 

the refrain. The song reaches its fastest tempo and the intensity continues to build. 

 Tasajero ends with a signal from the cajón at 02:52 answered with all percussion 

instruments playing a unison final downbeat. 

 

Duality of Meter 

 

Duality of meter in “Tasajero” creates some exciting opportunities for the singers 

and cajón improvisation. For most of the song, the singers align their phrasing to a simple 

beat subdivision. At 01:52, singer number 2 begins the second montuno section with a 

refrain that aligns with the seis por ocho pattern. The chorus picks up this melody as the 

new refrain. During this section, the singers sound like they are singing in 6/8 time, offset 

with the majority of the percussion section. As the montuno section builds intensity, the 

cajón begins to play rhythms that float between the realms of cut time and 6/8. This can 

be heard at 02:02.  

 

 

 

 

 



 230 

Communication 

 

Communication between percussionists and singers is a prominent feature of this 

performance. There are moments when the quinto improvisation correlates to the vocal 

performance, and occasionally inspires the other drummers to deviate from their patterns. 

One example of communication between the cajón and the singers can be heard at 00:10. 

As the chorus makes its first entrance, the cajón outlines the rhythmic structure of the 

melody. The phrase is ended with a musical period in the form of an accented slap.  

A second example of cajón and chorus interaction can be heard at 00:24. The 

cajón, which had been playing sparse interjections under the solo singer, suddenly plays a 

flourish of notes that complements the entrance of the chorus. Once again this phrase is 

completed with a series of accents. 

At 00:40 the cajón can be heard outlining the rhythm of the solo singer’s 

improvisation. The drummer is able to sense where the singer is going with his verses, 

and improvise rhythmic support. As the chorus repeats a phrase at 00:49, the cajón 

sounds the same supporting rhythm that was used the first time the phrase was heard.  

Just before the end of the song, at the height of musical intensity, the cajón player 

relaxes from his virtuosic improvisation and plays a rhythm that perfectly complements 

the final statement of singer number 2. This can be heard at 2:47.  

Not only is there improvised communication between the cajón and singers, but 

also there are also occasional exchanges between the cajón and congas. An example of 

this can be heard at 1:52, when the seis por ocho player reacts to the cajón by breaking 

from his steady pattern. The cajón sounds a five-stroke hemiola, and the seis por ocho 
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responds with a series of five accented strokes before quickly returning to the ride 

pattern. The seis por ocho plays this same variation two more times before the end of the 

song. The salidor also chooses to switch to different variations of its pattern at key 

moments in the performance.   

 This analysis of Tasajero provides a model for understanding the formal structure 

of yambú as well as recognizing the role of interaction between musicians and 

highlighting stylistic improvisational trends. Understanding these elements will help the 

listener to fully appreciate the music. Examination of the transcription and improvisatory 

trends will aid practitioners in creating authentic reproductions in their own rumba 

performances. 

 

Full Transcription of “Tasajero” by Afrocuba de Matanzas 

 

 The following ten pages comprise the transcription of “Tasajero” from Real 

Rumba from Cuba. 
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Musical Example B.1. Full transcription of “Tasajero” 
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APPENDIX C: COMPLETE TRANSCRIPTION OF A COLUMBIA PERFORMANCE 

 

This appendix is an applied analysis of “Recuerdo a Malanga” by Columbia del 

Puerto de Cardenas.152 A transcription, song text and formal structure chart, and time 

code chart are used to outline key elements of the performance.  

 

Columbia del Puerto de Cardenas 

 

The group Columbia del Puerto de Cardenas is one of the most respected rumba 

ensembles in Cuba, dedicated to the preservation of the art. The city of Cardenas, along 

with Havana and Matanzas, is one of the three major ports along the northwestern coast 

of Cuba. Connected by rail to Unión de Reyes and other sugar plantations, the port of 

Cardenas was an important location for the early development of rumba. 

 

Percussion 

 

 The instrumentation for this performance includes a cowbell, guagua, and three 

conga drums: quinto, seis por ocho, and salidor. The salidor pattern is typical of many 

columbia performances. The essential elements of this one-bar pattern are the two open 

tones, which are played on the last two eighth notes of each measure. The heel-toe 

strokes are faintly audible, and are included primarily for rhythmic stability. In this 

                                                
152 Columbia del Puerto de Cardenas, “Recuerdo a Malanga,” from Real Rumba 

from Cuba, by Los Muñequitos De Matanzas, Columbia del Puerto, Afrocuba De 
Matanzas, Cutumba, and Carlos Embales, recorded 1985 and 1988, Corason COCD110, 
1994, CD.  
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recording, the salidor pattern remains the same throughout the entire performance. It does 

not engage in dialogue with the other drums, and serves as a timekeeper. 

The seis por ocho engages in an interesting open tone dialogue with the salidor. 

Once again, the heel-toe strokes are of secondary importance to the open tones. In 

“Recuerdo a Malanga”, the seis por ocho utilizes four different ride variations. The 

drummer alternates freely between these variations throughout the performance.  

In typical fashion, the quinto plays an improvisatory role. In columbia, the quinto 

playing tends to be more aggressive than in guaguancó and yambú. The quinto player 

uses accents, primarily open and slap tones, to engage in dialogue with the dancer. 

Throughout the performance, the quinto and the dancer challenge and complement each 

other.  

 The bell and guagua patterns heard in “Recuerdo a Malanga” are typical to 

columbia performances. In this recording, the bell player uses a standard 6/8 bell pattern, 

while the guagua plays a pattern that is best notated in cut time.  

 

Song Structure and Analysis 

 

“Recuerdo a Malanga” follows the typical rumba song structure, including la 

diana, el canto, and el montuno. The tempo remains constant throughout the 

performance, and does not increase in the montuno section. Table C.1 shows the song 

text and formal structure of “Recuerdo a Malanga”. 
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Table C.1. Song text and formal structure of “Recuerdo a Malanga” 
 
Percussion introduction:   

Bell begins alone, salidor enters, seis por ocho enters, quinto enters,  
and guagua enters                  2 claves  

 
La Diana: 

Solo singer establishes the range and tonal center of the song 4 and ½ claves 
 
El Canto: 

Chorus:  Refrain #1 (three phrases)            12 claves 
Solo Singer:  Verses (improvisatory)            19 claves 
Chorus:  Refrain #1            12 and 1/2 claves 
Solo Singer:  Verses               17 claves 

 Chorus:  Refrain #1              13 claves 
Solo Singer:  Verses               17 claves 

 Chorus:  Refrain #1              13 claves 
     
Montuno: 

Solo Singer:  Improvisation     4 and ½ claves 
Chorus:  Refrain #2      2 and ½ claves 
Solo Singer:  Improvisation     2 and ½ claves 
Chorus:  Refrain #2     2 and ½ claves 
Solo Singer:  Improvisation     2 and ½ claves 
Chorus:  Refrain #2     2 and ½ claves 
Solo Singer:  Improvisation     2 and ½ claves 
Chorus:  Refrain #2     2 and ½ claves 
Solo Singer:  Improvisation     2 and ½ claves 
Chorus:  Refrain #2     2 and ½ claves 
Solo Singer:  Improvisation     2 and ½ claves 
Chorus:  Refrain #2     2 and ½ claves 
Solo Singer:  Improvisation     2 and ½ claves 
Chorus:  Refrain #2     2 and ½ claves 
Solo Singer:  Improvisation                3 claves 
Chorus:  Refrain #2     2 and ½ claves 
Solo Singer:  Refrain #2     2 and ½ claves 
Chorus:  Refrain #2 (Hummed)    2 and ½ claves 

 
Fade Out 

 

“Recuerdo a Malanga” tells the story of the most famous of all the Cuban rumba 

dancers. José Rosario Oviedo, also known as Malanga, was a legendary rumba dancer 
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from Unión de Reyes, whose mysterious death is the subject of much folklore. Some 

claim that he was poisoned with ground glass by one of his jealous rivals. Ned Sublette 

writes:  

The legendary Malanga (José Rosario Oviedo, 1885-1923), a cane cutter from the 
town on Unión de Reyes in Matanzas province – a town associated with the early 
origins of the columbia – has become a part of Cuban folklore. His untimely 
death, reportedly from poison, was also immortalized in an Arsenio Rodríguez 
lyric: “Llora timbero/porque Malanga murió” (Weep, timbero, because Malanga 
is dead). A woman who knew Malanga recalled: 

He was short, black, fat, potbellied, with expressive bulging eyes, a pointy 
nose, marks like smallpox on his face; a man with many women, a partyer, 
simpático, witty; and besides, a person well loved by the whole community. 
Malanga was unique as a rumba dancer; he liked to do it on tiptoe, like ballet 
dancers . . .   Something very characteristic of him was to dance on top of a dining 
room table with a glass of water on his head, making all the movements of the 
dance or picking up a handkerchief off the floor without spilling the water. 

Tresero Isaac Oviedo, who came from near Unión de Reyes, remembered 
Malanga: “I never saw anything like it. You had to see it, how he moved 
blindfolded with a glass of water on his head. He took two knives and began to 
kill himself, he stabbed at himself a thousand times at inconceivable speed, but 
not with his feet still, the way some do it, but dancing, without ever losing his step 
or the rhythm.”153 

 
Table C.2 tracks the musical events of “Recuerdo a Malanga” by time code, clave, 

and measure numbers, with the beginning of each song section indicated in bold. This 

performance follows the common practice of layering in the percussion instruments one 

at a time. The entire process happens in the span of one second. The bell begins alone at 

00:00 followed immediately by the salidor, which plays a quick cut time introduction, 

before settling into a 6/8 pattern. At 00:01 the seis por ocho enters, playing a measure of 

heel-toe sounds before beginning its standard pattern. The quinto makes its first entrance 

by playing an open tone on the third eighth note of measure 2, where the seis por ocho 

would normally play. The guagua entrance quickly follows the quinto, and begins its 

pattern on the second beat of measure 2.  
                                                

153 Sublette, 269-270.  
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Table C.2. Time code chart for “Recuerdo a Malanga” 
 
Time 
Code 

Clave 
# 

mm. 
# 

Event Description Tempo 

00:00 1 1 Bell begins alone by playing the 6/8 
bell pattern. The bell pattern remains 
constant for the entire performance.  
Salidor immediately joins in, playing 
briefly in a cut time feel, and quickly 
moving to a 6/8 feel. The Salidor 
pattern remains constant for the entire 
performance. 

Dotted Quarter = 147 

00:01 1 2 Seis por ocho enters playing a full 
measure of heel-toe 
Quinto makes its first entrance by 
playing an open tone. Quinto 
continues to improvise freely 
throughout the entire performance. 
Guagua begins its cut time pattern 
half way through the measure. The 
guagua pattern remains constant for 
the entire performance 

 

00:02 2 3 Seis por ocho plays its first open 
tones. Seis por ocho alternates 
between playing two open tones per 
measure, and one open tone per 
measure, for the next four measures. 

 

00:03 2 4 Solo singer makes his first entrance 
singing La Diana, and establishing 
the melodic range of the song. La 
Diana lasts for 4 and 1/2 claves.  

 

00:06 4 7 Seis por ocho begins a two-measure 
pattern (variation 1) that continues 
for the next thirty-two claves. 

 

00:08 6 11 Quinto begins to improvise more 
freely than before. 

 

00:11 7 14 Chorus makes their first entrance, 
beginning El Canto, by singing 
Refrain #1.  This refrain contains 
three phrases, separated by brief 
pauses. Response #1 is repeated 
between the solo singer’s 
improvisations until measure 221.  
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00:17 11 21 Quinto plays a one-measure version 
of the 6/8 clave pattern. This idea is 
repeated many times throughout the 
song. 

 

00:29 19 37 Solo singer begins singing the verses 
of the song in an improvisatory style, 
lasting for nineteen claves. 

 

00:58 36 71 Seis por ocho begins a one-measure 
pattern (variation 2) that lasts for 
eight bars 

 

01:00 37 74 Chorus sings Refrain #1  
01:05 40 79 Seis por ocho plays a two-measure 

pattern (variation 3) that lasts for four 
bars 

 

01:08 42 83 Seis por ocho variation 2 is heard for 
eleven bars 

 

01:17 47 94 Seis por ocho plays a one-measure 
pattern (variation 4) for four bars 

 

01:20 49 97 Solo singer continues verses, lasting 
for seventeen claves 

 

01:21 49 98 Seis por ocho variation 2 is heard for 
two bars 

 

01:22 50 100 Seis por ocho variation 4 is played 
for one bar 

 

01:23 51 101 Seis por ocho variation 1 is played 
for four bars 

 

01:27 53 105 Seis por ocho variation 2 is played 
for seven bars 

 

01:32 56 112 Seis por ocho variation 4 is played 
for one bar 

 

01:33 57 113 Seis por ocho variation 1 is played 
for forty-five claves 

 

01:47 65 130 Chorus sings Refrain #1  
02:08 78 155 Solo singer continues the verses, 

lasting for seventeen claves 
 

02:35 94 188 Chorus sings Refrain #1  
02:48 102 203 Seis por ocho variation 3 is played 

for three claves 
 

02:53 105 209 Seis por ocho variation 4 is played 
for four bars 

 

02:56 107 213 Solo singer begins the Montuno 
section by singing an improvisation 
that lasts 9 bars 
Seis por ocho variation 1 is played 
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for one clave 
02:58 108 215 Seis por ocho variation 3 is played 

for sixteen claves 
 

03:03 111 221 Chorus sings Refrain #2 for the first 
time 

 

03:06 112 224 Solo singer improvises for 5 and ½ 
bars 

 

03:09 115 229 Chorus sings Refrain #2  
03:12 117 233 Solo singer improvises for five bars  
03:16 119 237 Chorus sings Refrain #2  
03:19 121 241 Solo singer improvises for five bars  
03:22 123 245 Chorus sings Refrain #2  

03:24 124 247 Segundo pattern #2 is played for six 
bars 

 

03:25 125 249 Solo singer improvises for five bars  
03:29 127 253 Chorus sings Refrain #2 

Seis por ocho variation 3 is played 
until the end of the song 

 

03:32 129 257 Solo singer improvises for five bars  
03:35 131 261 Chorus sings Refrain #2  
03:38 133 265 Solo singer improvises for five bars  
03:42 135 269 Chorus sings Refrain #2  
03:44 136 272 Solo singer improvises for six bars  
03:49 139 277 Chorus sings Refrain #2  
03:52 141 281 Solo singer sings Refrain #2  
03:55 143 285 Chorus hums Refrain #2 as the 

recording fades out 
 

 

 

Following the percussion introduction, the solo singer makes his first entrance at 

00:03. The diana lasts for nine measures, and establishes the melodic range and tonal 

center of the song. The canto begins at 00:11 when the chorus makes its first entrance 

with Refrain #1, which is made up of three phrases separated with pauses. After the first 

statement of the refrain, the solo singer begins to sing the verses of the song in an 

improvised manner. After each verse, the chorus repeats Refrain #1. 
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 At 02:56, the solo singer begins the montuno section by singing a shorter 

improvisation. The chorus answers at 03:03, singing Refrain #2. The solo singer and the 

chorus continue to alternate. Both the improvisation, and the refrain, are five bars long. 

The improvisation occasionally overlaps with the choral refrain. 

 At 03:49, the solo singer sings Refrain #2, signaling the end of the improvisation. 

The chorus answers by humming Refrain #2 as the recording fades out. Although it 

cannot be heard on this recording, a performance like this would typically end with a pre-

arranged unison percussion break. 

 Communication between percussionists and singers is not a prominent feature of 

this recording. Throughout the performance, the salidor does not deviate from its one bar 

pattern. The seis por ocho alternates between its four variations, which creates an 

interesting relationship with the salidor, but does not engage in a dialogue with the 

singers or quinto. The quinto, rather than punctuating the text of the singers, suggests the 

movements of the dancer. The intensity of the quinto increases as the song develops, and 

it appears that its primary function is to support the dance.  

 

Full Transcription of “Recuerdo a Malanga” by Afrocuba de Matanzas 

 

 The following twenty-nine pages comprise the transcription of “Recuerdo a 

Malanga” from Real Rumba from Cuba. 
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Musical Example C.1. Full transcription of “Recuerdo a Malanga” 
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APPENDIX D: LETTERS OF PERMISSION 

 

Original message requesting permission from publishers of score examples: 

To Whom It May Concern: 
 
My name is Eric Hines, and I am currently completing my final research document in 
partial fulfillment of the Doctor of Musical Arts degree at the University of Arizona. My 
research is titled “Recipe For A Guaguancó Sabroso: Understanding Quinto Drum 
Improvisation In Cuban Rumba.” As part of my research, I have reviewed various 
approaches to Latin percussion notation systems, including examples from some of your 
publications.  
 
I am contacting you to ask for permission to include musical excerpts as figures in my 
research document. These figures will be used as examples of notating music for Cuban 
rumba percussion. The musical excerpts are taken from the following books: 
 
(Title of books – Author) 
 
Full citation of the publisher will be given in this non-profit research document. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Eric 
 
Eric Hines, M.M. 
Percussionist/Educator 
DMA Candidate 
University of Arizona 

 

Alfred 
Afro-Cuban Rhythms for Drumset – Frank Malabe and Bob Weiner 
The Essence of Afro-Cuban Percussion and Drum Set – Ed Uribe 

Timba Funk – David Garibaldi, Jesus Dias, and Michael Spiro 
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From: Ed Uribe ed@eduribe.com  
Subject: Re: Permission Request 
Date: May 21, 2015 at 11:35 AM  
To: Eric Hines echines@email.arizona.edu 
 
Hi Eric, 
Thanks for getting in touch and I'm glad to know you find something of 
value in my book. 
 
Its fine w me if you use the excerpt you describe as you describe 
using it. There must be credit stating the name of the book its from, 
my name as author, and the publisher name, which is Alfred Music 
Publishing Co., Inc. (Warner Bros initially published my books but 
Alfred bought the Warner print catalog some years ago so they are now 
the publishers and copyright holders.) 
 
Best of luck with your project. 
 
Best, 
Ed 

 

Bembe 
Rumba Quinto – David Peñalosa 

From: Jimmy Durchslag jimmy@mmproject.org  
Subject: Re: Permission Request 
Date: May 21, 2015 at 12:11 PM  
To: Eric Hines echines@email.arizona.edu 
Cc: david penalosa davidpenalosa@hotmail.com 
 
Hi Eric, 
 
I don't see a problem with your request. I have forwarded your email to my partner, the 
book's author, and he can respond.  
 
Best, Jimmy Durchslag, President Bembe  
 
Sent from my iPhon 

 

From: david penalosa davidpenalosa@hotmail.com  
Subject: RE: Permission Request 
Date: May 21, 2015 at 11:25 AM  
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To: echines@email.arizona.edu 
 
Hi Eric, 
I and Bembe Inc. grant you permission to use the material for your research document. 
 
David Peñalosa 
 
Vice President, Bembe Inc. 

 

Mel Bay 
Rumba: Afro-Cuban Conga Drum Improvisation – Cliff Brooks 

The Tomás Cruz Conga Method, Vol. 1: Conga Technique as Taught in Cuba – Tomás 
Cruz 

 
From: David Legere david@melbay.com  
Subject: Re: Permission Request 
Date: May 21, 2015 at 7:36 AM  
To: Eric Hines echines@email.arizona.edu 
 
Eric, 
 
You have permission provided that the document is not put up for resale at any time.  
Good luck with your research and degree. 
 
All the Best, 
 
David Legere 
Mel	  Bay	  Publications,	  Inc.	  
David@melbay.com	  
www.melbay.com	  
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