1. THE LUCUMÍ RELIGION AND ITS MUSIC

Lucumí Beliefs
In the first half of the 19th century, a booming sugar economy in Cuba was spurred by a void in the global market left by the Haitian revolution (1791-1804). This sugar boom led, in part, to a voracious appetite for African slave labor to work on Cuba's many plantations. Despite both a growing international abolitionist movement and aggressive efforts by the British Navy to intercept illegal slavers, Cuba continued importing African slaves until the relatively late date of 1866. This growing demand for labor coincided with the disintegration of the mighty Òyó Empire, which had been seated in the northwest of present-day Nigeria. In the midst of political violence and incursions by Europeans, it is estimated that nearly 200,000 inhabitants of the Òyó Empire were captured, sold into slavery, and transported to Cuba, where they became known as Lucumí, a Yorùbá word meaning “my friend” or “my comrade.” Attempting to preserve their communities, culture, and religious faith while adapting to new conditions, these West African slaves and their descendants formalized their traditional orisha worship into a localized practice.


The orishas are spirits with human-like personalities who are associated with, and are believed to control, natural phenomena. Orishas are believed to include both divinities that have existed since the beginning of time and humans that were deified after death. In the Lucumí faith, it is believed that all humans have both a divine essence (called orí or elerí) and a patron orisha who guides and supports them. Though practitioners may experience several types of ritual initiation into the Lucumí faith (such as receiving eleke, or consecrated bead necklaces), one of the most significant steps is known as “making ocha,” “making santo,” “kariocha,” or “asiento,” at which time the patron orisha is ritually seated within one’s head. Practitioners who have made santo are known as santeros. In addition to orishas, the adherents believe in an omniscient Supreme Creator, known as Olorun, Olofi, or Olodumare. 

In comparison to the diverse rites and practices that one finds among the many orisha worshipers of West Africa, the Cuban Lucumí practice has emerged as a highly standardized form. The Lucumí religion further distinguishes itself from its Yorùbá counterpart by incorporating the practices of various African groups and by syncretizing many of the orishas with Catholic saints. 

The relationship between the Lucumí religion and Catholicism is both fascinating and complex. Encouraged throughout their history to adopt Catholicism, African slaves and freemen were often threatened by severe punishments and enticed by rewards. Today many African descendants simultaneously identify themselves as both orisha worshippers and devout Catholics. In part, what helps them reconcile these very different belief systems is the recognition of similarities between individual orishas and Catholic saints. For each orisha, the adherents identified a saint who had been canonized, and then began worshipping these by incorporating the saints’ images within their own African-style altars. The term Santería (meaning saint worship in Spanish) aptly describes this phenomenon from the point of view of an outsider, but it is often considered pejorative. In Cuba, its practitioners tend to use the terms Lucumí, religión Yoruba, and Regla de Ocha (Rule of the Ocha, a contraction of the word orisha).


In one form or another, music accompanies most aspects of Lucumí religious life, and the most common musical utterances are sometimes the most easily overlooked. They occur during divination, prayer, sacrifice, initiation, and during the preparation of herbal medicine. Song is essential in each of these activities and is believed to possess aché, the power to make things happen. In these private performances, singing may be done in isolation or in a call-and-response fashion among several devotees. It is usually unaccompanied, but is sometimes supported by the rhythmic clapping of hands or playing of bells [agogo] or acheré (shakers)

Lucumí religious life is also characterized by public music rituals known alternately as toques de santo, bembés, güemileres [wemileres], or tambores. These four- to six-hour events are hosted on various occasions and for a myriad of reasons. They are usually held in the homes of devotees and usually include a great degree of socializing. They are commonly used to celebrate individuals’ anniversaries of initiation and, in accordance with the Roman Catholic calendar, saints’ feast days. In other cases, many practitioners host toques de santo when faced with illness, economic hardship, or other challenging circumstances. 

For these festive ceremonies, santeros transform their homes into places of worship and celebration. With elaborate decorations including fabrics, beads, fruits, and many other ritual items, a room is transformed into an altar space called igbodú. Members of the household and close friends prepare a feast, which is consumed by all who attend. To fulfill the musical expectations, the host of a toque de santo hires a singer, known as an akpwon, and a professional percussion ensemble. During these ceremonies, music fulfills several roles. First, it works in coordination with the other expressive elements (including dance, food, clothing, and decorations) to create a festive environment that helps bring the community together for worship. Second, music is used to lead and entice santeros to become possessed by their patron saint or orisha.

Instruments of the Lucumí Religion
During a Lucumí music ritual, song, and dance can be supported by one of a variety of percussion ensembles. The most prestigious of these are the three double-headed, hourglass-shaped batá drums. When the batá are consecrated they are known as batá de fundamento, and are regarded as manifestations of the orisha Añá which can only be handled and performed by initiates of the Añá cult. Though rituals that use batá de fundamento are deemed to be the most efficacious of all the public music rituals, there are a variety of other types of ensembles that might be employed instead. These include aberikulá, bembé, güiro, cajón, and iyesá.

Aberikulá are non-consecrated batá drums. Practitioners often hire these ensembles to save on costs. Not only does an aberikulá ensemble cost about half as much as batá de fundamento, the ceremony also requires less ritual preparations. Unlike when using batá de fundamento, there is no elaborate pre-ceremonial meal for the musicians or animal sacrifice for the drums. Aberikulá are also used when batá de fundamento are not available, as is often the case in rural Cuba, the United States, Mexico, Europe, and other places where the Lucumí religion has spread. Even when consecrated drums are present in these areas, aberikulá are often used due to a lack of Añá initiates. Finally, some orthodox practitioners believe that batá de fundamento should only be played during daylight hours and will hire an aberikulá ensemble for evening rituals. Whereas the consecrated drums are constructed from hollowed logs of a single tree and tensioned with either leather straps or rope, aberikulá can be made from a wider variety of materials (including strips of wood, banded together like a barrel, or even fiberglass) and are often tensioned with steel lugs, much like a conga drum. Sometimes, however, they are built to look exactly like batá de fundamento. 

Bembé ensembles generally consist of an acheré, a güataca (metal hoe blade), and three or more single-headed, barrel-shaped drums (Figure 1.1). There is a wide range a variation in both their construction and performance, and they are sometimes ritually consecrated. Bembé drums may be played with two hands, one hand and one stick, or two sticks. They usually come in sets of three and are known from highest to lowest as cachimbo, mula, and caja. Oftentimes, when bembé drums are unavailable, they are often substituted by the ubiquitous conga drum.

<figure 1.1>
The güiro ensemble (Figure 1.2) consists of two or three beaded gourds (known as either güiros or chékeres), a single conga drum, and a güataca. Each güiro is capable of making two basic sounds: a deep, clear, resonant sound made by striking the round bottom of the gourd with the palm of the hand and a sharp, high-pitched sound that comes from the interplay of the beads with the shell of the gourd. While the güataca and güiro have relatively static parts in the music, the conga drum is played in a more open, improvisatory way that adds a broad spectrum of dynamic and rhythmic textures.

<figure 1.2>
The cajón ensemble (Figure 1.3) is usually comprised of a güataca or clave (two hardwood sticks struck together) and two or three wooden boxes called cajones. These versatile instruments, which are held between the drummers’ legs or actually sat upon, are capable of a variety of pitches and timbres, and are used in a variety of Afro-Cuban folkloric and religious contexts. Cajón ensembles are more commonly employed for other types of Afro-Cuban religious music celebrations such as Espiritismo and Palo, as well as secular rumba, but they are sometimes used to support orisha songs and dance.

<figure 1.3>
In the mid-nineteenth century, iyesá ensembles existed in various cities of Cuba, including Havana, Regla, Matanzas, Jovellanos, Trinidad and Sancti Spiritus. Today, however, only the Cabildo de San Juan Bautista of Matanzas and the Cabildo de Santa Bárbara of Sanctí Spiritus remain active.
 Ritual performances with the iyesá drums (Figure 1.4) are exceeding rare, typically occurring once a year to celebrate the annual feast day of the respective community’s patron orisha.

Like the batá de fundamento, iyesá drums are fundamento and are fed with sacrifices before playing. The Matanzas iyesá ensemble consists of two bells and four double-headed drums known from highest to lowest as primero, segundo, caja, and bajo. Whereas the batá drums are struck with bare hands on both heads, the cylindrical iyesá drums have only one batter head: the primero and the segundo are struck by a stick in the right hand; the caja is played with one stick and one bare hand; and the bajo is struck with two bare hands. While there are nearly one-hundred identifiable toques for the batá, there are only two iyesá rhythms used to accompany songs. Known as Ogún and Ochún, these two generic toques are used in praise of all the orishas. A third rhythm is used when closing the ritual. The song language used during these musical rituals is distinct from the other ensemble settings. 
<figure 1.4>
Lucumí Public Ritual Performance: The Toque de Santo
A toque de santo is a public batá music ritual that uses either batá de fundamento or aberikulá. Though most rituals conducted with aberikulá closely mirror those conducted with batá de fundamento, there are a few substantive differences. Therefore, the following outline, as well as any subsequent references to toques de santo, explicitly reflects the accepted practice of playing batá de fundamento. 

STRUCTURE

A toque de santo consists of four, sometimes five, temporal phases or sections that are defined and structured by musical performance. Each temporal phase is characterized by unique goals and modes of performance, as well as varying levels of participant involvement and shifting spatial relationships among the professional musicians, the congregation, and the altar that has been erected in honor of the orisha.

The first phase, known colloquially as the oro seco and more formally as the oro igbodú, is the official beginning of the toque de santo and brings the ceremony into sacred time and space. The colloquial name suggests that the drums perform without vocal accompaniment; therefore it is seco (dry). The formal title refers to the spatial relationship. That is, the drummers arrange themselves so that they face an altar that is situated in an igbodú. Witnessed by only a few key members of the religious community, the batá drummers praise the orishas by performing a suite of toques known as an oro. This includes one or more toques for each of the following twenty-two orishas: Eleguá, Ogún, Ochosi, Inle, Babalú Ayé, Osain, Osun, Obatalá, Dadá, Ogué, Oke, Agayú, Orula, Orisha Oko, Ibedyi, Changó, Yewá, Oyá, Ochún, Yemayá, Oba, and Odudua. 
 The order of an oro seco is highly variable between drumming ensembles and is also determined, in part, by which orisha is being honored. An oro seco typically takes between thirty and forty five minutes to complete. 
The second phase is known as the oro cantado (sung oro) or the oro eyá aranla (oro in the main room). In this phase, the drummers relocate and face a congregation of santeros and other initiates who are now encouraged and expected to sing. While the oro igbodú provides an opportunity for the drummers to salute the orishas, the oro cantado provides a similar opportunity for the congregation. When santeros hear the songs that represent their patron orisha, they are expected to dance, to make monetary offerings to the singer and drummers, and to salute Añá by kissing and/or touching their heads to the drums. Other initiates are invited to simply come forward and make a monetary offering to the singer and drummers. Though it typically takes between thirty and sixty minutes to complete, the oro eyá aranla can easily be lengthened. 
The third, and optional, phase includes what are called presentations.
 When new santeros are initiated into the religion, they are eventually presented to Añá to complete their initiation. Without this official presentation, santeros are prohibited from dancing in front of Añá. Many santeros are presented during the seven day period at the beginning of their initiation when they spend almost all of their time either actively engaged in ritual activities or sitting on an altar created for their orisha. Many others are presented to Añá during the year in which they are called iyawó, a time when they wear white and live with a variety of social restrictions. While most santeros are presented to Añá within this first year, there are some, often because they live far from Añá, who wait several years before being presented. During presentations, each iyawó is processed from the altar to the drums, led by the akpwon who sings “oro mayoko oku awo e” and accompanied by his/her godparents.
 When they reach the drummers, the iyawó greets Añá with a variety of ritualized activities, dances, and is then whisked away. This sequence is completed until all are presented.
While the oro igbodú, oro cantado, and presentations are relatively short and structured, the next phase, known as the güemilere or iban balo (meaning patio, referring to its location) is relatively free and open and is usually referred to as a fiesta. Characterized by layered and shifting intent, the güemilere praises the orishas, entertains the participants, provides an opportunity for singing and drumming competitions, fosters musical and ritual education, and encourages spirit possession. Negotiating the constantly shifting expectations of this phase of the ceremony, the lead batá drummer draws from an extensive repertoire and skillfully selects toques to achieve a desired outcome. Judged not only by knowledge of repertoire and ability to capture the spirit of individual toques, he is valued for his capacity to select toques that best fit the moment, engage the crowd, propel the event forward, and maintain a high energy level. 

The final phase of the toque de santo is the cierre. This short section is similar to the opening in that it is performed seco, without singing accompaniment. It includes salutes to the egun (ancestors) and the orishas connected with death: Oyá, Babalú Ayé, Osain, Yewá, and Yemayá. At the beginning of the cierre, a bucket of water is positioned in front of the drummers. When they play the last seco toque, a santero, typically initiated to Yemayá, lifts the bucket, spins rapidly, and carries it to the street where it is tossed. Returning with an empty bucket, the toque often ends dramatically when the santero places the bucket upside down directly in front of the drummers. Several songs, accompanied by the batá, are then sung for Eleguá. As the orisha who guards the crossroads and opens and closes all gates, Eleguá is honored at the beginning and end of the ceremony. This secures his blessings for the event and guarantees that normal order is restored, allowing the participants to safely return to their homes at the ceremony’s conclusion. This sequence of events also encourages the orishas to end their possessions, allowing the ceremony to leave sacred time and space.
ROLE OF MONEY

An important component of any toque de santo is the exchange of money, and the behavior surrounding its exchange is often highly ritualized. Both the batá drummers and the akpwon are professionals and, as such, are required to be paid for their services. There are three different ways that the drummers make their money. First, there is a simple fee for their service, which is called the derecho. This money is offered by whomever has contracted the drummers for the event. In most communities, the derecho is a standard fee recognized by both the drummers and the community. When drummers are asked to travel a great distance to the toque de santo, they will typically negotiate for a higher derecho to compensate their travel. Second, there is a basket or gourd, called a jícara, which sits in front of the drummers. Santeros are invited to greet Añá when their orisha’s toques are played. After placing their forehead on each of the three drums (iyá, okónkolo, itótele, in that order), they place some money in the jícara as an offering. Finally, when there are presentations, the iyawó being presented makes a predetermined offering to Añá. The more presentations, the more money the drummers can expect to make at the toque de santo. 

The issue on how the akpwon makes his/her money is less standardized. In many cases, as in my experience in Havana, the singer is contracted separately from the drummers and receives his/her own derecho. Ideally, after each santero has given an offering to Añá, they should also give a separate offering to the akpwon. During presentations, whoever leads the iyawó from the altar to the drums is eligible for his/her share of the iyawó’s offering. If there are multiple capable singers present, and many iyawó’s to be presented, the singers may alternate, so as to spread the money between them.

Since the singer often has a handful of money, this money then becomes used as a way to express aesthetic judgment. If he/she hears something particularly tasteful, difficult, or interesting from the drummers, the akpwon may take a small bill and place it on the drummer’s forehead, where it will drop into his lap and eventually end up in the jícara. Similarly, if the drummers are impressed in some way by the singer’s choice of song or execution, they may reach into the jícara, and pass some money back to the singer. When used in this way, money is a very visible and important component of the ritual. 

In other communities, money is much less visible. In Mexico City, for example, the drummers and the akpwon share a single derecho. When santeros greet Añá, they give a single offering, placing money in the jícara, never in the hand of the akpwon. As a result, the akpwon makes substantially less money, as he/she has to split the jícara with the drummers, likely receiving an even share. That is, the money is split four ways. Since there is no loose money in the hands of the akpwon, money is not used as a way to express aesthetic judgment. My conversations with some of Mexico City’s batá drummers reveals that they recognize the difference between their practice and that of Havana, and do not seem particularly happy with this situation.
Thematic Acts
This book is heavily indebted to the groundbreaking scholarship of Robert Friedman (1982). In his work among the active batá players in New York, Friedman introduced the idea that batá drumming events were organized around a concept he coined “thematic acts,” a model in which various performer-defined themes of action, each with an independent purpose, develop concurrently.
 Due to the dynamic, shifting nature of the güemilere (i.e., the phase of the ceremony that includes drumming, singing, dancing, and possessions), thematic acts evolve unpredictably. Some exist for only short periods of time, while others may be entirely absent one evening, but extremely important the next. Friedman identifies four acts: the state of fiesta, song competitions, possession by the orishas, and salutation.
 Through my research I have identified at least two additional thematic acts: drumming competitions and teacher/student exchanges. In the discussion that follows I address all six, interspersing my own thematic acts with Friedman’s.

THE STATE OF FIESTA

The first thematic act Friedman describes is the “state of the fiesta,” which refers to the akpwon’s duty to create a fiesta-like atmosphere by encouraging the participants to sing and dance, creating “a state of emotionally charged and focused interaction among participants.”
 The akpwon accomplishes this with his/her ability “to touch, make contact with, and inspire participants through performance.”
 The akpwon scans the room and makes decisions based upon who is present and how they are responding to the music. He/she may alternately focus songs at the entire crowd, a group or an individual. These actions exist at every toque de santo and provide an architecture upon which other thematic acts can be layered. Though present for the majority of the güemilere, the “state of fiesta” is suspended when drummers take breaks, when the orishas wish to speak with the congregants, and during certain types of salutations. 

In my experience, Friedman’s characterization of the “state of fiesta,” while quite insightful, appears unnecessarily akpwon-centric, as it is equally important that the batá drummers nurture this state. Drummers can certainly influence the participants desire to sing and dance by selecting danceable toques, choosing appropriate tempos, and by motivating the participants with exciting drumming conversations and improvisations, which might be interpreted as either particularly virtuosic or artistic. Similarly, drummers are constantly scanning the room and selecting toques which might inspire individual santeros to dance. While Freidman credits the akpwon with determining the song, the role of the drummers influence on the song should also be recognized. For each song, there are several possible toques, and when the drummers select a toque to accompany an individual song, it often serves to push the akpwon in one direction or another. 

SONG COMPETITIONS & DRUMMING COMPETITIONS
Friedman’s second thematic act is the “song competition.” This type of behavior develops when there are several capable singers in attendance who want to test their knowledge of song. These acts are not an essential element of the güemilere, but provide opportunities for singers to compare and develop their abilities. 

When singers engage in [song competitions] their activity is not necessarily intended for everyone present. It is an activity aimed at those singers and santeros [emphasis in original] who have in depth knowledge of Lucumí and the foundations of Santería. … Sometimes those who do not have fluency in Lucumí are not even aware that a [song competition] is going on. This indicates that thematic acts in an event can be fragmented in that only certain individuals are involved in acts from either participant or observer standpoints. At the same time, they take on a layered aspect in that those participating in [song competitions] are involved in a number of thematic acts simultaneously.

This act is very similar to what I identify as “drumming competitions.” A regular occurrence at toques de santo, these involve competitive interactions among the drummers, usually between the iyá and the itótele. With many toques, particularly generic ones like “Ñongo” and “Chachalokefun,”
 drummers often engage playfully in a game of “cat and mouse” by testing each other’s ability to react to conversational calls. By engaging each other in this way, drummers simultaneously develop their individual musical abilities and their sense of unity and communitas with ensemble members. In the process of working on the latter, ensembles are capable of developing signature styles. This is an important form of creativity that often leads to innovations, and it is considered by many drummers to be an important aspect of the performance aesthetic.

Though they operate with some independence, both song competitions and drumming competitions affect the state of fiesta. At the height of the drummers’ cat and mouse game, it is often difficult to hear the downbeats or the implied clave pattern that keeps the drums together. Sometimes the drummers push their game to the edge and occasionally stumble before returning to a basic pattern. Rather than view these “errors” as signs of inexperience and weakness, such instances are often capable of injecting waves of excitement and energy into the ceremony. 

(STUDENT/TEACHER EXCHANGES

While it is possible to glean a lot of information by simply watching and listening to experienced drummers, and by taking lessons with masters, many of the skills that a batá drummer needs can only be acquired while actually playing at toques de santo. An essential thematic act for the Añá fraternity, student/teacher exchanges can occur during any phase of the ceremony, but are the most common during the güemilere and oro eyá aranla. There are many types of these exchanges; some are visible to the onlooker and others are deeply cloaked and beyond observation by the uninformed. 


Some of the more overt examples of student/teacher exchanges occur when a novice drummer sits in a chair with a drum (okónkolo, itótele, or iyá) with which they are less than familiar. When they encounter difficulties, an experienced drummer may stand beside them and mimic hand motions, or stand behind them and tap on their shoulders. An example of a cloaked exchange can occur when the drummers select a song/toque combination for the purpose of practicing. For example, a novice itótele player may be trying to master a particular toque. During a relative lull in the ritual (remember, ritual last for many hours), the drummers may select this song/toque combination, specifically to allow the itótele player to practice. While the ensuing performance might in fact contribute to the “state of fiesta,” it also serves to transmit knowledge to a novice drummer. These are but a few of the student/teacher exchanges that occur during toques de santo. Both chapters 2 and 4 provide more details on this thematic act.  

ORISHA POSSESSION
Another thematic act identified by Friedman’s involves possession by the orishas. Not a requisite act in every toque de santo, possession is always a blessed event that demands the respect and focus of everyone present, both the santeros and the musicians. However, encouraging a possession to occur is not an exact science, but rather an art form. First, the akpwon works on creating the state of fiesta. This not only puts the santeros in the state of mind to accept the possession, but also creates an appealing environment for the orishas, who are believed to enjoy these parties and the earthly pleasures of song and dance that accompany them. Second, the akpwon spends significant amounts of time scanning the crowd looking for signs that one of the santeros is ready to be mounted (possessed). When identified, the akpwon will direct songs towards this person. This routine may be repeated several times, as santeros will exhibit signs for a period of time and then completely stop, requiring the akpwon to begin his search anew.

During the initial stages of this thematic act, other themes of action may occur simultaneously. For example, “the state of fiesta” can occur simultaneous with student/teacher exchanges. However, if things begin to develop into what appears to be the early stages of an orisha possession, the student/teacher exchange needs to end. While it is acceptable for an inexperienced player to be a little out of time while a santero is dancing and the akpwon was trying to entice a possession, it is inappropriate during an impending orisha possession. As thematic acts can shift rapidly in this respect, there is rarely time for an inexperienced player to stop and hand over the drum. So, typically, another drummer will stand in front of the experienced drummer and play behind his back. This position is maintained for as long as needed, and sometimes last ten minutes or more!

This sudden shift towards heightened expectation is mimicked around the entire performance space. Friedman notes that “when it becomes evident to performers through ‘signs’ that a specific individual is well on the way to being mounted, the center of the circle clears, and those who are dancing join the circle’s border and sing in the [chorus].”
 Essentially, all other thematic acts are put on hold while an orisha “mounts” a santero.

SALUTATIONS

The final thematic act that Friedman recognizes is “salutations,” which consists of formalized greetings used to communicate respect. Sometimes salutations involve prostration; for example, santeros may greet one another by prostrating in front of their elders.
 Another type of salutation occurs when an orisha arrives at a toque de santo, via possession. In these instances, the orisha will salute Añá by prostrating on the floor in front of the iyá. Sometimes salutations involve drumming. For example, when an orisha mounts a santero, the drummers will often perform a salute toque on the batá, i.e., a seco toque indentified with the orisha. Drummers will also play a seco toque if a highly respected santero, a babalao, or even a good friend, arrives at the toque de santo. 

While prostrations and seco toques represent formalized and ritualized types of salutations, drummers will often greet each other with a simple handshake or embrace. While this seems like simple common sense, these greetings often happen while the drummers are playing, and they will either stop playing, simplify their part, or play with just one hand so that they can shake a hand, or stand up to embrace. 
Meeting the Musicians
ÁNGEL BOLAÑOS
On January 2, 2002, I encountered Ángel Bolaños (Figure 1.5), one of the most well-known and respected batá drummers in Havana, on the sidewalk outside the Museum of the Orisha, located in Centro Havana across the street from the Capitolio. He was preparing to enter the building where members of the Yoruba Association were making preparation for the yearly toque de santo in honor of the orisha Odudua. Before the festivities began, we quietly arranged two musical lessons, and a formal interview. In the following pages, I share portions of this interview, interspersing my own thoughts to highlight those points that best illuminate the concept of aesthetics, as well as other points that appear in this work. The interview began quite formally with Bolaños providing a brief summary of his professional life in folkloric music:

<figure 1.5>
My name is Ángel Pedro Bolaños Corrales. I am currently sixty years old. I turned sixty on August 2, 2002. I’m a folklore musician, as well as symphonic. I played symphonic percussion for six years. I am a professor of folkloric and popular music. I am certified by the national board of education of the arts. I have worked in Danza Contemporánea for thirty-nine years. I live in Marianao, 71st Street #13404, between 134 & 136 streets. You are welcome here. 

I got started in percussion because I loved it. I started learning to play rumba when I was nine years old in a rough neighborhood, Los Sitios, #6 Antigua. They wouldn’t let me play because I was so young, but I went every Sunday. I made the effort, I was always there watching. Gradually as the drummers got tired, they’d let me play a little. And that’s how I got my foot in the door. I started playing in the cabaret when I was twelve. They weren’t supposed to let me play because of my age. But I was tall and thin, and they confused me for someone older. That was the cabaret La Taverna de Pedro, next to Cabaret El Niche, which was where Chori [Jacinto Scull Castillo] played. That was during the Batista government, before Fidel. 

From there, I started working with Argelier León after the Revolution triumphed. A funny thing – I didn’t start out as a musician. I was a dancer in a program with Leonor Bustamante and Emilio O’Farril who were followers of Bantú. I danced in the show, but I spent my time watching the musicians who were sitting there playing and didn’t have to leap and jump. I said, “I should be doing that. I have to sit there too.” So, I switched to music. I was with that program for a while. At that time, the National Theater wasn’t finished yet. We presented at the Cavarrubias, which also wasn’t done, but at least there was a stage. After that, the Theater was fixed and the Avellaneda room. From there, I started working at the Copacabana that was where the teachers of the arts were trained. 

From there Papo Angarica looked for me to do the 9th Festival of Youth and Students that was going to happen in Algeria. But it wasn’t in Algeria, because there was the coup d’etat of Ben Bella. So, the Festival took place in Bulgaria and the Soviet Union instead. We rehearsed for six months and went on June 16, 1965.
 We were at the Festival for a little more than three months. When I returned, I went to work for Danza Contemporánea, which used to be called Danza Moderna under the direction of Ramiro Guerra. Later, it changed its name to Danza Nacional, and now Danza Contemporánea. To this day, I’m still there. I also founded the group Oru de Sergio Vitier, which I was with for thirteen years, playing with Cachao, etc. I also was with Los Amigos, with the now deceased Baretto, Mercedita Valdéz, and Tata Güines the conga player. 

Bolaños laughed when he told me that he started his professional career as a dancer. But in Afro-Cuban music, dance and drums are inextricably linked. Most drummers are indeed proficient dancers. I have seen for myself and been told multiple times that understanding the connection between the various modes of performance (drums, dance, and song) is an essential step towards learning how to play batá. Further, like many batá drummers, Bolaños is at ease in both secular and sacred contexts. Many of the skills he learned in one context were undoubtedly transferred to the other. In this way, secular and sacred contexts are constantly informing one another. After learning about his secular professional life, I asked Bolaños to talk about his experiences as a batá drummer and santero:

I became a santero thirty-eight years ago. My godmother, the woman that dedicated me, is called Bellita. She was the orisha Ochún. I was initiated in the street between Misión and Esperanza, July 28, 1964. In this same house, before I became a santero, I started learning about the ceremonies and the batá drums. The drums passed through the hands of Serio Angarica who has since died, and are now, I think, with one of his sons – they are with Papo Angarica’s son, in the family. I played with them for twenty years. I learned the secrets of the batá, everything that is the essence of the batá. 

You are always developing and learning. Nobody has complete knowledge. Everyone knows something, and you learn a little bit from each person. I learned everything in Barrio Jesús María. My padrino taught me, as well, [how to be an] Ori Ate Oba.
 I’ve also been Oba for thirty-seven years. I completed my year of becoming a santero during the 9th Festival of Youth and Students on a boat in the middle of the ocean.
 Coincidentally, my mother was Yemayá, the orisha of the ocean. I was on tour and when I returned, my year of initiation was complete. I became an Oba and still am today. 

I specialized in how to do fundamental, religious ceremonies. Many people know how to play, but not everyone knows how to direct a ceremony. To direct, you have to know everything, have complete knowledge about everything, everything, everything. You have to dominate each thing, learn it well, to do it well. I’ve been doing this for forty-two years. Unfortunately, I can’t find the person now who can teach me more. I want to learn more. I know that there’s more out there that I haven’t learned. But I haven’t found the person who carried this knowledge inside. 
In this narrative, Bolaños makes a connection between the day he finished his year as an iyawó and the fact that his mother was a child of Yemayá, the orisha of the ocean. For the Lucumí, the orishas are used to explain life events, personalities, and natural phenomena. For Bolaños, the fact that his mother’s orisha is connected to the sea, and that his initiation was completed while at sea is a powerful and memorable coincidence.
For all his cumulative knowledge, I was most impressed with Bolaños’s humility. Though many batá drummers regard him as the authoritative source of batá and Añá knowledge, he wishes he knew more, and wants to continue learning. Here we see that learning is an ever-present component of playing the batá, even for the masters. 

Next, I asked Bolaños to help me understand the differences between the younger and older generations. We discussed his misgivings with the way some things have changed, focusing initially on the way young drummers learn nowadays. It took Bolaños several minutes to begin speaking frankly with me and his first words, which I omit, were very tentative. After ten minutes of patient listening, and a string of diversions, Bolaños finally spoke his true feelings: 

Let me tell you. My style of playing is very different from the youth today because my foundation, my education was so different. When I started playing, becoming a drummer meant making a sacrifice. You had to sacrifice yourself. Now, that’s not the case. When I was learning, an apprentice got ten centavos for playing, while the other drummers got five or six pesos. What happened was, the apprentice wanted to earn the four pesos that the experienced drummers earned, so he dedicated himself to learning. 

These old players aren’t like the young drummers today. I think the young drummers have some defects. Part of it is my own fault. I accept some of the blame. Before, if you played something wrong, you were scolded, “You can’t play.” You were expected to play things correctly, exactly like the older drummers were playing. You couldn’t just make things up. But now, kids get away with it. But not me, I had to learn in a different way. I learned toque by toque. I dedicated myself to analyzing every toque, one by one, from “Latopa” to the last one. What does the enú [larger head of the batá] do?
 What does that chachá [smaller head of the batá] do?
 If I was playing something wrong, I tried to fix it. Because there are three drums, with six heads, together forming just one rhythm. Since I was only earning ten cents, I had to get better. I had to learn well. 

Now, no apprentice earns just ten cents. Times change. There are even apprentices with children themselves. What can they do with even five pesos? Nothing! So what happens? Today, everyone earns the same amount regardless of how you play. So, you don’t have to worry about studying. I’m not someone who sits around criticizing how others play. But if you don’t know how to play, it’s uncomfortable. The problem is, the old drummers don’t take the responsibility for correcting the young ones anymore. They don’t say, “Stop, you’re playing it wrong.” They feel bad about criticizing, about saying something. But the young players don’t know how to play. They can’t do a real tambor [toque de santo].
 It’s wrong; their position, their posture, their speed. They injure themselves by playing wrong and when they go to the bathroom, they pee blood because they’re sitting incorrectly. They don’t have technique, so their speed is bad. They play badly. 

Clearly Bolaños is disappointed with the youth of today, as well as with himself, for not guiding them correctly. The concept of sacrifice is sorely missing from the current day practices. And apprenticeship, as he experienced it, is no longer insisted upon. Exploiting his openness and willingness to share such strong thoughts, I asked Bolaños to address specific areas where the younger drummers were not playing the way he would like:

Well, another problem I see is this. They play things that don’t make sense. Their variations and fills are wrong. If you’re going to play “Ñongo,” you need to do fills that fit or that make sense with “Ñongo.” You have to follow a basic pattern, a basic feel. But they think they know how to play. There are players and there are drummers.
 They are different. Anyone can put his hands on the drum, and there, you’re playing. But you have to learn the style, the technique. Only the players who learn well become drummers. 

There are a lot of songs for the saints. You can’t sing any song with any toque. Each one has a specific toque. The kids also don’t understand at what moment they should play something. They need more rehearsal, more practice. A real drummer has to be able to play, to fill, and to know the ceremony. You have to know the toques inside and out. 

About how they play, what can I say? I’m not criticizing. I’m just telling you, when there are people who have certain experience playing, the new players should observe. They should observe how they play, how they develop, and how they sit, because these young players play just a little and think they know. They need to seek out the experience of older players. They play crazy things that don’t make sense – they just make things up. It’s just like composing or choreographing – before you can create, you need to know and understanding the basic mechanisms. Creativity has to grow from inside each person. 


In this portion of the interview we start to get a really strong sense of what Bolaños values. First, he distinguishes between players and drummers. Players may be good with rhythm and may even sound good to the untrained ear, but a drummer of the batá needs to learn technique and style. He must know the ceremony and learn what toques accompany the hundreds, possibly thousands, of songs that comprise the repertoire. Bolaños emphasizes the value of seeking the experience of elder drummers and spending more time watching than playing, a thread that appeared many times during our interview. Finally, Bolaños addresses the concept of creativity. I asked him to continue this thought and in the following excerpts, he talks in depth about creativity and individuality: 

Each drummer has his own sound. He has his own chachá, his own drum sound and his own style of playing. Chuchú has his own style of playing, Papo Angarica has another, Regino another, Fermin, Israel. . . The deceased Jesus Pérez Puente, he had his own way of playing. Hay murumaca como se le dice a los floreos. He had a fill that was very nice, very pretty that he did like the deceased Andrés.
 I can’t do it. When I do it, it doesn’t sound good, because my style is stronger. It doesn’t work for me. Everyone wants to imitate, but what works well for one person, doesn’t work for another. The feeling of every person is different. Nobody has the same feeling, the same form. You do something, it sounds good. You’re you. I do it with a different touch. It doesn’t work. One thing about art; first you have to believe it yourself before you can transmit it or communicate it to another. So, that’s what happens. Without the feeling, it’s no good. 

I’m sixty years old, but I have the same technique that I had at sixteen. When I play batá, I think I have good speed. I’m not into the competition of who plays better than whom. I’m against that. I don’t like it at all. Once, I was playing with Mario. He was playing itótele, and me, iyá.
 The people wanted us to argue. I told Mario, “When they ask me who plays better, you or me, I’m going to say “Mario.” And when they ask you, you say “Bolaños.” And that’s what we did. The competition ended, right there. After that, there was no more intrigue about who played better.
 Nobody asked again. I think that in batá groups, you can’t really say who plays better than whom.
 Everyone has their specialty, their style. There are people who specialize in okónkolo, in itótele. Also, iyá can be your specialty. I know a drummer that specializes in okónkolo and iyá, but knows nothing about itótele. There are great drummers, but there is no such thing as the best. 


Though he spoke earlier of closely watching the older, experienced players, here Bolaños advises against imitation and encourages drummers to find their own sound. He says that a drummer can even specialize in the okónkolo, the smallest drum often viewed as the simplest to learn, and not be considered more or less than any other player. Most significantly, Bolaños describes batá drumming as an art, and in this excerpt, reveals his view on aesthetics. He values when drummers display individuality, play with feeling, and communicate with one another. These statements reflect the rather fragile balance between following strict rules and striving for creativity.


When Bolaños and I returned to our discussion regarding the differences in the older and younger generations, he seemed to relax his rhetoric, adopting a conciliatory tone that recognizes that change is natural and inevitable: 

The world evolves, the world changes. Two hundred years ago, we got around on horses, now there are automobiles. Things change, from one step to the next. In the times of our parents, the toques were slower. Now, the toques are the same, but they’re played a little faster. That’s what we’ve come to. It’s a small change, not big. 

But when I asked him how he feels about the faster tempos, his tone quickly changed. 

These young people can’t even play the “Yakota.” It should be played slowly, but if you play it that way, people complain, “It’s so slow, you’re killing me.” They play for the public, for the audience. They sometimes say that us old players play too slowly. I don’t play at the same speed that they play, because it’s not right. They’re playing to please the public. 

I play how I play, with a lot of feeling. Today they rush things too much. One thing about percussion in general, it shouldn’t be rushed. Each toque has its own time. It builds. There’s no need to rush. It has its own time; its own pace. You need to keep it there. It starts at a certain level and builds, arriving at the final level. Today there’s no pace. Instead, it starts where it’s supposed to build to. 

Batá toques, I have learned from other interviews, are intended to speak to the orishas. Obviously, Bolaños thinks that by playing fast, young players are misguiding their efforts. Rather than communicating in a proper way to the orishas, the young drummers are trying to appease the public who, in this case, are the santeros. 


In his final thoughts on the topic, Bolaños’s frustration comes clear in his words, facial expressions and gestures. Becoming quite animated, he speaks out against excess and encourages moderation when inserting floreos (flourishes or embellishments) into your playing. Specifically he talks about the toque “Ñongo,” which I discuss at length in the final two chapters of the book:

Another problem, they start playing “Ñongo” and change to another toque that isn’t “Ñongo.” I always say, return to your base. The okónkolo guides, it doesn’t fill, doesn’t vary. Where is the base? That’s not “Ñongo.” If everyone is filling, that’s not “Ñongo.” There’s no base. They don’t even know that they aren’t playing “Ñongo.” Within your foundation, your base, you can fill, you can develop, but you must always return to the basic pattern. You can’t fill, fill, fill, because you lose the essence of what “Ñongo” is. They don’t even realize. All those fills annoy the listener. It’s too much; it’s bothersome.

Everything in excess is bad. Choose your favorite food, shrimp enchilada. Suppose that tomorrow, I told you that you have to eat shrimp enchilada every day for a month. After a month, I’m not going to want shrimp; I won’t like shrimp. Everything in excess is bad.

Fill. Fill. Fill. They have no control. Maintain your base. Hold steady for a minute. It’s like an electronic guitar using the pedal constantly. It’s annoying. It torments the listener. They need to be scolded. They need to be taught. Go ahead and do your fill, but return to the basic pattern. And they think they know how to play. They think they play more than they do. 

Whereas our interview began tentatively, by the end Bolaños felt comfortable venting his many frustrations about the young players. My goal here was not to get Bolaños to speak ill of other players. On the contrary, I simply was looking for a way to get him to express those things that he values most in batá playing. Foremost, I believe he feels it is important to spend more time listening and watching than playing. But I find it curious that in his personal life, he started to play rumba when he was nine and even managed to sneak into cabarets when he was twelve. Granted, he would probably make a distinction between those folklore endeavors and religious performances. But I suspect it is a natural behavior to try to circumvent a drawn-out apprenticeship.

ARMANDO PEDROSO

In the years following my interview with Ángel Bolaños, I had come to the realization that while a handful of master drummers had developed reputations outside the batá community (both in Cuba and throughout the world), there are many others who remained largely unknown. In 2007, I sought an interview with Quintín Armando Pedroso Guerra (Figure 1.6), better known as Armando “El Surdo” because he is left-handed. He was born on October 31, 1945. Just three years younger than Bolaños, Pedroso has a substantially different career. Never seeking a permanent position in one of the nation’s folkloric troupes or other professional ensembles, Pedroso is less well-known outside the small circles of drummers than the many others who have pursued commercial careers alongside their religious careers. However, Pedroso is among the most knowledgeable and respected batá drummers in Havana, especially regarding his knowledge of Añá. 

<figure 1.6>

I went to see Pedroso in 2007, and asked him for an interview. He happily obliged and we sat for several hours in his Havana apartment on two different occasions. While most Cubans are relatively poor and live in homes that are in desperate need of repair, I quickly noted that Armando’s three room home (bathroom, bedroom, kitchen/dining) and his furnishings were well below the standard of other successful batá drummers. I asked him if he personally owned a set of batá de fundamento, and he responded a little sadly that he had no space in his home to store the drums, which would traditionally have their own dedicated room. It was immediately apparent to me that Pedroso had not reaped the moderate economic rewards that many of his peers were enjoying. Our interview began:

At 12 years of age, I began playing batá with Fermín Balsinde-Balsinde, who died in the year 1961. From there forward, I began to develop myself in the batá until I arrived at the key point of acquired knowledge of the three batá drums. I am not the one who knows the most. But, I have much knowledge about Añá, and when they make a set of batá in Cuba, they come and find me. I have made drums for Venezuela, Mexico, and other countries. I don’t know how many, but I think it is more than twenty that I have directed the ceremony. 
Making Añá is no simple task; it usually involves the combined knowledge of several experienced masters. Many of the batá de fundamento that exist outside of Cuba were made in Havana or Matanzas and later transported outside. This is largely due to the incredible amount of ritual knowledge required to build the drums, and to facilitate the transmission of the “voice” from an existing set to the new set. All batá drummers initiated into the fraternity of Añá have both a right and obligation to learn as much about the Añá rituals as possible. However, the fact is that most batá drummers lack the vast majority of this knowledge. In Pedroso’s view:

There are many people who know Añá in Cuba, but sometimes they only know the drums on the street. These people don’t learn that they carry the burden of Añá, because Añá is a very serious thing. 

After allowing me to ask a few questions, Armando took over the conversation, and started to tell me things he thought I ought to know. Not as a scholar, but as a batá drummer. Pedroso had me write down many names of deceased batá drummers, both from Matanzas and Havana. He followed this by singing and teaching me all the songs that were needed to perform basic rituals for Añá, including “feeding” the drums and “washing the hands” of new initiates. Clearly, it disturbed him that so many batá drummers lacked a deep knowledge of Añá. That is, they never realized the burden they carry.

The next day, I went with Pedroso to a toque de santo and was asked to play. It was a moving experience, as Pedroso has an elegant style. Together, with he on iyá and myself on the itótele, we played the oro cantado and several presentations. After the presentations were complete, the fiesta began. However, instead of remaining at the toque de santo, Pedroso invited me to have a couple of beers at a corner bar, for which he paid. Later, when I asked him why he did not stay for the fiesta, he quickly emphasized the importance of the oro seco and the presentations, leaving me to believe that the fiesta was in his mind, less important. 

At the conclusion of the toque de santo, as Pedroso was distributing the afternoon’s earnings to his drummers, Pedroso turned and handed me a handful of pesos. Thoroughly shocked, I tried to return the money, but he refused. He simply explained to me, that when a sworn drummer plays Añá, he gets a share of jícara. He also impressed upon me that I should never be compelled to offer my own money in a jícara, even if I attend a toque de santo where I do not know anyone. 

Among the other drummers at the two toques de santo that I attended during that week was Pedroso’s son, René. Though I did not have a chance to interview René in 2007, I was presented with opportunity on a subsequent visit to Havana in 2010. 
RENÉ PEDROSO

René Pedroso began to play batá at 14 years of age (Figure 1.6). He was sworn to Añá on March 26, 1990 with six other drummers in a ritual that took place in Güanabacoa, Havana. In the house of Pedro Aspirina, he was sworn to the drums of Adofo,
 which at that time were cared for by Lázaro “Papaito” Sanabria, who is now deceased. In the early 1990s, all the batá drummers in Havana played the drums of Adofo, and René had the opportunity to learn from Lázaro Sanabria, Pedro Pablo Valdez, Pedro Aspirina, Fermín Nani, Ángel Bolaños, his father Armando Pedroso, Julio Guerra, and others. 

In addition to René’s solid background as a ritual drummer, he has been a member of the Conjunto Folklórico Nacional since 1994. As a young player, representing a different generation than either Bolaños or his father, I realized that a conversation with René would be a tremendous opportunity to get an insider’s perspective on the differences between playing batá in rituals and playing batá in a public show. 

To open our conversation, I asked René to talk about what drew him to the batá and to comment on his musical education. As the son of Armando Pedroso, it was no surprise that he would have a career as a batá player, nor was it surprising to see how passionate he was about Añá:

I have always liked the batá drum. Añá for me is the greatest thing that could have happened in my life. Thanks to Añá, I learned many things. I have traveled the world. It is what I do. Añá for me is the greatest. When you really feel for the drum, Añá requires sacrifices. In my case, many sacrifices.
The idea of sacrifice is very important in the religion. Called ebo in Lucumí, the word sacrifice in relation to Santería often conjures images of blood sacrifices of various animals. However, ebó refers to many types of sacrifice, including the giving of money, time, and labor. I asked René to elaborate on what he meant by “sacrifice”: 

Sacrifice means to me a lot of research, dedication, and patience. If I had not had dedication, I would have not learned anything. When I had a tambor [toque de santo], I always arrived early. And I started to play with older people, and listened to them a lot. Going early to listen to the elders, to the teachers, is a sacrifice, because there they nourish you with all that talking. And thanks to this, today I dominate perfectly all that is the bata drum. Thanks to that sacrifice.
In his response, René describes the countless hours of seeking out the older masters, and carefully listening to both what they have to say and what they play. I followed up on his remarks here, and asked whether he took classes with these elders, or whether he only engaged them informally:

No...I learned in the rituals. I went to the tambores [toques de santo]; there I sat and listened. I listened and listened. It was how I learned. 

As our conversation continued in the same vein, René began to make a distinction between learning to play batá for the ritual, and learning to play batá for commercial applications. In his words, he continued to weave in the concept of sacrifice:

Here, no school exists. There are those who learn in different ways. For example, in orchestras they mount three batá on a stand and play the toque “La lu banché” or another toque. They learn batá, but not with sacrifice. It is rather commercial. It is very different from a drummer who learns the oro seco on all three drums, and who dominates to perfection all of the toques and the songs! For example, I play the drums and sing. That helps you and gives you independence. For me, the song is very fundamental. I respond to the song from my drum. 

In this passage, René touches on some very important concepts. He makes a clear distinction between simply playing the batá (as in the case of a commercial orchestra) and making the sacrifices necessary to learn all the toques, to learn as many songs as possible, and to develop the necessary independence for executing a successful toque de santo. René’s response resonates the wisdom of Ángel Bolaños, when he explained that there were two different types of batá players: tamboreros (drummers who master the batá repertoire) and tocadores de batá (drummers who simply play the batá, but lack in-depth knowledge). 


In describing the commercialized version of batá playing, I am certain that René was not referring to such organizations as the Conjunto Folklorico Nacional, as the batá players in this ensemble are all sworn to Añá and all continue to perform in ritual settings. Therefore, I asked René to explain the difference between playing in the Conjunto and playing in rituals. 
On the street [in the ritual setting], you have a level of concentration, as it is a serious thing. It is a religion. It is a santo [orisha]. You have to stay focused on what to do. If you are calling a santo, you have to be more concentrated...When you call the santo in the ritual, you have to know what you are singing. In a choreography [in the Conjunto], you can play a little freer, more relaxed. It is different in folkloric performances where the song, toque, and dance are choreographed. It is very different. 
René’s response demonstrates the burden that ritual drummers carry with them into the toque de santo. In the absence of a choreography, that is in the absence of a preset order to any of the events during the fiesta part of the toque de santo, drummers have to maintain a very high level of concentration. They constantly search within their repertoire of toques, songs, and dances to best complement each situation as it unfolds.

As a final question to René, I asked him what criteria he uses to judge a toque de santo: that is, whether a toque is good or bad or somewhere in between. As René spends a lot of time with accomplished singers and dancers who, unlike those in a toque de santo, are professionals, I wondered if his expectations were perhaps higher than his peers outside the Conjunto:

The tambores [toques de santo] are neither good nor bad. It depends on the environment, which is the party. But I repeat, it does not matter, because when you make [play] the oro seco, you have already made [satisfied] the tambor. What is fundamental in a tambor is the oro seco, because in that moment the santo receives everything. This is the principal event, no matter how many people are there. The rest is just a party. Of course, you feel better if, in the fiesta, there are people who respond to the song. That is the approach that my dad taught me, and I have not left that lineage.


René’s closing remarks are essential to understanding batá. Surely, batá drummers appreciate the importance of the fiesta, especially for the congregation. But René makes the point here that, when you really get down to the essence of a toque de santo, the most important event takes place before most of the people even arrive at the toque de santo. While various congregants may think that the most important part of the ritual is the potential orisha possession that usually emerges from within a vibrant fiesta, the drummers know that their most important task is completed during the oro seco, which they typically perform with absolute reverence. This, in part, helps explain why drummers are so apt to drink rum and joke among themselves while playing the fiesta, and why they so readily engage in multiple thematic acts, such as playful drumming competitions, teaching novice drummers, and expressively greeting one another when fellow drummers arrive after the fiesta has begun.
Conclusions

The Lucumí religion is an African-derived practice adapted to Cuba and its European influences. It is known to the general public as Santería due to the syncretizing of West African orishas with Catholic saints. Though there are many ways to worship the orishas, both in public and private, the most dynamic displays are festivities known as toques de santo. Often associated with a cumpleaño de santo (anniversary of a santero’s initiation), but offered for many other purposes as well, these highly structured celebrations are organized by music. Though several types of ensembles can perform music at these ceremonies, the batá with fundamento are the most prestigious. The musicians of this tradition are professionals and, like Ángel Bolaños and René Pedroso, often lead successful careers playing both religious and secular styles. Many tour internationally and appear on commercial recordings, playing not only secular styles but the batá as well. 

As I demonstrate in the above interviews, batá drummers have sophisticated notions concerning the aesthetics of their craft. Specifically, Bolaños infers a delicate balance between adhering to certain expectations and expressing individuality. While I find his words revealing and the imagery clear, most batá drummers transmit core skills, rhythms and aesthetic values without saying a word. What becomes clear in the interviews with Armando and René Pedroso is that, in addition to being musical professionals, these drummers are ritual and religious specialists, as well, who both love and respect their patron Añá. In the absence of the spiritual presence of Añá, the musical system would be fundamentally altered. 
�  Neither an expert in Yorùbá orisha worship nor Catholicism, I have focused my energies towards understanding the Lucumí religion from the viewpoint of a batá drummer. A reader who wants to obtain a wider view or develop cursory familiarity with the religion beyond what I address herein, would be well served to investigate comprehensive and introductory writings (Barnet 1997, 2001; Clark 1998; Murphy 1993). 


� In 2003, I witnessed a bembé in Trinidad de Cuba. As there were no batá de fundamento in Trinidad at that time (I was told the nearest set was in Cienfuegos), this community often used bembé to worship the orisha. The ensemble consisted of: three congas, each with bells wrapped around them; three chékeres; and a güataca, that is a hoe blade struck with a iron railroad tie.


�  Many Lucumí music aficionados are aware of the Iyesá traditions in Matanzas. Few, however, are aware of the active tradition in Sancti Spíritus. Kevin Delgado’s ongoing research on the Iyesá traditions in Cuba is likely the most comprehensive to date (Delgado 2001). I only became aware of this tradition after an email communication with Delgado in January 2008. In June 2008, I attended the Saint John the Baptist feast day celebrations hosted by the Cabildo de San Juan Bautista of Matanzas.


� Some drummers insist that there are actually twenty-three orisha honored during the oro igbodú. In their view, the toque identified by most as Dadá is in actuality two toques: the first for Dadá and the second for Ogué. Others view the toque for Ogué to actually be a toque for Korikoto. For simplicity, I will only refer to the twenty-two orishas commonly recognized, though I am aware that this is debatable. 


� Since presentations require the presence of Aña, this phase of the ceremony cannot be enacted with aberikulá.


� A new initiate’s padrinos consist of two people: a primary godparent known as padrino/padrina, and a secondary godparent known as the ayubon, ayubona, oyubona, etc.


� (Friedman 1982)


� (Friedman 1982: 165)


� (Friedman 1982: 165).


� (Friedman 1982: 166).


� (Friedman 1982: 173-74)


� Described in detail in Chapter 3.


� (Friedman 1982: 188-89)


� In the Lucumí religion, elder status is a function of years since initiation, not biological age. 


� The interview with Ángel Bolaños was conducted in Spanish. In this translation, I attempt not only to accurately reflect the meanings behind his words, but also to convey the flavor of his speech. Since I had the opportunity to play batá with Bolaños before beginning the interview, he had a chance to gauge my knowledge and, while speaking to me, took many small facts for granted. To aid the reader, I have liberally inserted the word “orisha” before proper names that describe an orisha (i.e., “the orisha Eleguá”) and inserted the word “toque” before proper names that describe a toque (i.e., the toque “Yakota”). Further, as this conversation indeed contains many proper names, including places that no longer exist, I apologize if they are misspelled or misrepresented in anyway. 


� The details of this trip are hard to confirm. There was a coup in Algeria on June 19, 1965, three days after Bolaños departed for this destination. The actual festival was delayed by three years, till 1968. But it is possible that Bolaños and his fellow participants continued, by sea, to the Soviet Union in 1965 for an abbreviated form of the Festival.


� An Ori Ate Oba, is a santero with the ritual knowledge to initiate new santeros. 


� Yo cumplí mi año de santo en El Noveno Festival de la Juventud y Los Estudiantes a dos días de salir de Cuba en barco en medio del mar.


� Bolaños actually used the word boca, which means “mouth” in Spanish and refers to the voice of the drum, both literally and figuratively. The larger head of each double-headed batá drum is known as the boca or, in Lucumí, as the enú. The concepts of conversation and talking (i.e., voice) are discussed in Chapter 3. 


� Chachá is a reference to the smaller head of the double-headed batá, a concept discussed in detail in Chapter 3.


� Many drummers, including Bolaños, use the Spanish word for drum (or drumming), tambor, to signify a toque de santo. In order to maintain some sense of René’s use of language, I use the word tambor where I might otherwise have written toque de santo.


� Hay tocadores de batá y tamboreros de batá.


� Reference to Andrés Roche, also known Andrés El Sublime. 


� Bolaños uses segundo (second), designating the itótele.


� Y ya se acababa la intriga de quien toca mas.


� Yo creo que entre grupos batá no hay que toca mas o menos


� The Añá made for Adofo are among the oldest sets of batá in Cuba, fabricated on November 27, 1898 in Matanzas, Cuba (Pedroso, Armando 2007, personal communication).
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