Salsa for GCSE

This extract is from an article that was first published in Music Teacher [October 2001 issue]. To order copies of Music Teacher please telephone 01832 741941 or email subs@rhinegold.co.uk. Further information about Rhinegold is on www.rhinegold.co.uk
Salsa is a dance style with complicated roots, but at GCSE level these roots need not be explored in too much detail. Salsa is in essence a fusion of Cuban/Puerto-Rican music with American jazz. 

The major root of Salsa is Son, a traditional Cuban style recently given a new lease of life through the international success of Buena Vista Social Club, a recording of traditional tunes by old-time Cuban musicians (several in their 70s or even 80s) with a few subtle fusion elements added. Box 1 shows the main features of Son.

Box 1
	Cuban Son (main root of Salsa) 

Major features:

· Contains elements of African (rhythms, solo singer/chorus, call/response) and Spanish music (melodic style/tunes in 3rds and 6th /’guitar’ style) - this is a simplified summary

· Music based around clave pattern (see below) although this is not always played out loud. Clave refers to the characteristic key rhythm and the pair of wooden sticks often used to play it
· Other cross rhythms interact with the clave - maracas, bongos etc
· Structure: Opening verse/set of verses followed by montuno section, where lead singer improvises, answered by choro (chorus) refrain and the bongo player frequently changes to the cowbell

· Simple harmonies based around chords I, IV & V

· Characteristic bass line style, with the last note of a bar anticipating the harmony of the next bar

Early son bands:

Sexteto: singer, guitar, tres (like a guitar with three pairs of strings), bass, bongos, maracas, claves

Septeto: as above plus trumpet (eg Septeto Nacional)

growing into:

Conjunto: like the Septeto, but with several trumpets, piano and congas etc
Charanga: flutes and violins instead of brass; bongos, claves and maracas seldom played (eg Orquesta Aragon)




The key feature of Son, Salsa and much other Latin-American music is that it is structured round a clave (pronounced ‘clarvay’) pattern. The standard son clave patterns are shown in Example 1. There are two versions, the 3:2 and the 2:3, depending on whether the 2 or the 3 pattern comes first. 
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Example 1: Son Clave Patterns

This pattern may be played on claves (wood sticks – it may help to pronounce the instrument so that it rhymes with ‘caves’ to avoid confusion with the rhythm pattern) or may simply be in the mind of the performers. Whether the clave rhythm is actually played or not, every musical element is designed to fit in with it – it is the central point that all the other polyrhythms relate to. All performers in a salsa/son band would be aware of the type of clave pattern for each piece and how their part fitted with it. Example 2 shows part of a track by the modern Cuban band Los Van Van (who mix traditional son styles with electric bass and synthesisers) where the melody clearly fits very closely with the son clave, even though it is not actually played. 

Example 2
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Listeners also feel and relate to the clave patterns, even when these are not played out loud. Martin Bright, of Discover Percussion, described an audience in Havana to me: at one point the percussion section would drop out leaving the vocals on their own – the listeners would start to clap perfectly in time with the clave rhythm (which hadn’t actually been played at any point), feeling it naturally from the texture of the music. The worst musical crime that can be committed is to be ‘out of clave’ – needless to say, my first attempts at playing in a Latin American ensemble led to me receiving the ‘riding horse the wrong way sign’ from the band leader: a useful sign but one perhaps best not taught to pupils in case of possible misinterpretation!

Slightly altered clave patterns are also common, as in Rumba where the last note of the ‘three’ side of the clave is a quaver later, giving the music a quite different rhythmic feel (see Example 3).

Example 3
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From Latin Jazz to Salsa
Latin Jazz developed as a fusion of Afro-Cuban rhythms and the dance band style in the 1940s and 1950s. Dizzy Gillespie was particularly interested in fusing Afro-Cuban music with jazz, and this can be clearly heard on tracks such as Manteca (with congas alongside the more conventional big band line-up) and Tin Tin Deo (with the clave pattern particularly clear).  It was the updating of the Latin Jazz style by New York-based Latin musicians that led directly to Salsa.

Salsa combines the traditional Cuban elements outlined above with jazz features into an up-tempo dance style. Salsa bands usually have a small ‘horn’ section (brass or woodwind) plus piano, bass and vocals. The rhythm section uses Latin percussion (timbales/drum kit, congas, bongos, maracas, guiro etc) and complex syncopations/cross rhythms are structured around clave patterns. Different sections of the band bounce off each other in a way that has roots both in big band style and traditional call/response, and the music is nearly always structured around ostinati/riffs. Jazz-influenced instrumental ‘solos’ as well as the more traditional vocal improvisation are both found in the montuno section.

Example 4 is a Salsa arrangement (a son montuno) that, although very much simplified, illustrates many of the characteristic features mentioned above, and uses standard Salsa patterns. This could readily be adapted for the available forces in a GCSE group: further performance material is listed in the ‘Resources’ section below. The reliance on ostinato figures makes Salsa accessible for workshop performance by GCSE pupils, although the complexity of the different syncopated patterns may take some time to master. The key, as with the genuine article, is to hear how each individual part relates to the clave. The ‘horn’ melody fits very clearly with the clave pattern, but the relationship of this pattern to other parts is more complex, particularly with the piano, where it almost takes on the role of the beat that the offbeat piano works against. GCSE students are likely to find this hard, and it may be helpful to initially sequence the percussion backing for them to play against. The process of practising and adapting an arrangement like this may well be the best way to ‘get inside’ Salsa, and would certainly help pupils to be able to answer the characteristic GCSE Listening type questions included on Worksheet 1.

Salsa is an international style, and although son is its most important root, many other styles can underpin Salsa (eg son montuno, mambo, rumba, cha-cha-cha etc). In a similar manner Salsa styles have blended with pop/rock styles in the music of artists such as Gloria Estefan (eg the album Mi Tierra), Ricky Martin and Santana (eg Oye Como Va – it would be worth comparing this with Tito Puente’s original version). The influence of Latin American music on Classical/Broadway styles can also be seen clearly in Gershwin’s Cuban Overture, West Side Story (the Puerto Rico introduction to ‘America’) and Guys & Dolls (the ‘Havana’ dance sequence).

Example 4: ‘No hey de que’ (‘That’s okay, don’t mention it’) - IB

	Structure          (Tempo: crotchet = 96 - 168)
INTRO   A   B   A   B   BREAK   C (Montuno: repeat ad lib for improvisation)   BREAK   A   B (repeat ad lib)   BREAK
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Worksheet 1: GCSE Listening Questions
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Extract One (‘El Tren’: Vieja Trova Santiaguera, from The Rough Guide to Cuban Son, track 3, 0’17” – 0’ 45”)

This extract is an example of Cuban Son.
1. This extract uses only three chords, I (E major), IV (A major) and V7 (B major 7). In the boxes under the stave, write each of these chords in one place where each is appropriate. (3 marks)

2. Tick the box that best describes the interval between the two voice parts heard in this piece. (1 mark)

[ ] Unison

[ ] 3rds 

[ ] 5ths 

[ ] 7ths

3. On the line above the voice part in bars 11 & 12, write down the rhythm played by the claves. (4 marks)

4. Name one string instrument playing in this extract. (1 mark)

Extract Two (‘Manyoma’: Fruko Y sus Tesos, from The Rough Guide to Salsa, track 11, 0’00” – 0’ 54”)

This extract is an example of Salsa from Colombia

5. List three features that you hear that are characteristic of Salsa music. (3 marks)

6. At the end of the extract the voice sings a melody that is heard twice. Draw the shape of this melody in the box below (using either graphic or stave notation – if using stave notation, the first note is C) (6 marks)

	


7. What type of scale is the voice part based on? Ring your answer. (1 mark)

Pentatonic

Major

Minor

Chromatic

Answers

1. E/I ; E/I; B7/V7; B7/V7; A/IV; A/IV; B7/V7; E/I (any 3 x 1 mark)

2. 3rds (1 mark)
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Up to 4 marks available – must be in correct position for full marks (ie the two note bar =  bar 11)

4. Tres (allow guitar) (1 mark)

5. Latin American percussion (details) mixed with standard drum kit; piano/bass ostinati; syncopations/cross rhythms; vocal/brass call + response; ‘horn’ section (trumpets/trombones) (any three x 1 mark)
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6 marks available – acceptable in both notation or graphic score (NB rhythm in first complete bar is slightly different the first time)
7. Major (1 mark)
Resources

Books

World Music: The Rough Guide (Volumes 1&2), Rough Guides, 1999/2000. Invaluable sources of information and suggestions for further listening.

Sweeney, P, The Rough Guide to Cuban Music, Rough Guides (2001). A wealth of general information, with accompanying CD (Cuban Music Story) available.

Mauleon, R, The Salsa Guidebook, Sher Music, 1993

Gerard, C & Sheller, M, Salsa! The Rhythm of Latin Music, White Cliffs Media, 1989/98

Both of these books offer detailed examinations of key musical features with copious examples.

Scores & Arrangements

Beck, H, Simonsen, K & Sulsbruck, B, Salsa Session, Wilhelm Hansen, 1988

Practical Salsa arrangements suitable for workshop performance: Toca Bonito is probably the easiest piece.

The EDEXCEL New Anthology of Music, Peters, 2000 contains a score and recording of ‘Se quema la chumbamba’ (also included on The Rough Guide to Salsa).

The Peanut Vendor, Muzika (distributed by Phoenix Music) (EM101): flexible ensemble arrangement of this son classic. All parts very obviously fit with clave.

Hot Salsa, Mostyn Music: flexible ensemble arrangement.

Web Resources 

www.knockonwood.co.uk
www8.sheetmusicplus.com/
Excellent internet sources for World Musics (especially for material that cannot be located elsewhere).

www.adgproductions.com/Education/Salsa.html
Links to several other Salsa publications from the USA.

www.caravanmusic.com/
USA specialist retailer for Latin American materials, including a useful on-line guide.

www.mp3.com has freely downloadable Salsa and minimalism extracts (especially Terry Riley).

www.bhangra.com has a range of Bhangra MP3 links.

Recordings

The Rough Guide CDs (World Music Network) are particularly helpful, with usually informative sleeve notes, especially Salsa (RGNET 1017), Salsa Dance (RGNET 1035) and Cuban Son (RGNET 1046).

Buena Vista Social Club (World Circuit, WCD050)

Juan de Marcos/Afro-Cuban All Stars, Distinto, Diferente (World Circuit, WCD 058)
Mardi Gras Mambo: Cubanismo in New Orleans (Hannibal, HNCD1441)
Dizzy Gillespie - Ken Burns Jazz (Verve, 549 086-2) contains several examples of Latin Jazz, including Manteco and Tin Tin Deo. www.songtrellis.com/changesPage has freely downloadable chord sequences for both of these.

Assorted Resources

Discover Percussion (01733 204616) is an excellent source for school or INSET workshops and/or consultancy on any of the material covered in this article.

La Timbala Dance and Music run Afro-Cuban music workshops in the UK and Cuba.

http://afrocubaweb.com/timbala/latimbala.htm
Songlines Magazine (Gramophone Publications) is a valuable source of information and reviews for World Musics. Volume 1 (now out of print, but may be obtainable through libraries) has a useful article on Cuban Son.  
