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Chapter 3: Ten Piano Innovations of the Timba Era

Before getting immersed in the technical challenges of playing timba tumbaos, let’s take a listening
tour, familiarizing ourselves with some of the classics of the genre while learning to identify each of

the major stylistic innovations.
Innovation #1: The Piano Tumbao as a Song-Specific “Hook”

This is by far the most significant innovation of the timba era and we’ll find ourselves returning to it

over and over throughout these books.

In salsa and most pre-1990 Cuban music, the rhythms and voicings of piano tumbaos are so
standardized that it’s frequently impossible to identify the song by listening to the piano alone.

The following figure, for example, is used for literally hundreds of Cuban and Nuyorican songs
recorded between 1950 and 1990:
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Hundreds more songs applied the same rhythm to different chord progressions, jwith the voicings
and common variations and embellishments also becoming standardized.

Beginning in the early 1990s, this changed very rapidly. Piano tumbaos began to varyjwildly and
some were so catchy that they actually became “hooks” - thosermagical’little nuggets=of the
arrangement that stick in the listeners’ ears and make them.want,to.buy-therecord. This presented
pianists and arrangers with a much greater challenge, but it also gave them much more freedom.
They could write an unusual vocal part and tailor the piano to it, or vice versa, ratherthan‘being
constrained by the constant similarity of the notes and rhythms prodticed by the traditional piano
formula. It should be noted that there were occasional song-specific piano tumbaos prior to timba,
especially in the work of César “Pupy” Pedroso with Los Van Van. Several early.examples of this can
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Chapter 5: Timba Gears

gear photo © JanSpurny — fotalia.com

What Are Gears?

When a band develops a specific combination of piano, bass and percussion parts, and returns to it
multiple times in multiple songs, we call this a “gear”. It could be as simple as repeatedly using one

MGSICUATINA

enable them to apply the gear changes spontaneously in different wa
of the same song, i.e., to improvise the form of the piece. For e
director might give a hand signal or cry out “bomba!”, after which t
his or her right hand down the low string of the bass in a distinctive pa
simultaneously changing their patterns to a pre-determined combinat
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