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ABSTRACT  

 Cuba, with only a short history as an independent nation, was under Spain’s control 

for over five hundred years. As an exporter of sugar and agricultural products, Spain brought 

to the island African slave laborers, and Cuba has since emerged a land with mixed races and 

a diversity of cultures. However, due to the inherent social hierarchy, different races were 

kept separate, and this situation persisted until the late nineteenth century. When Cuba finally 

claimed its nationhood in 1893, the opportunity for interaction among different races initiated 

an amalgam of cultures, where music in particular played a part in constructing Cuba’s 

distinct characteristics. 

 Under unstable political conditions, the Cuban people experienced some riots and 

civil wars in the first half of the twentieth century. At the same time, the improvement of 

social services between 1900 and 1930 provided public education to citizens, regardless of 

gender or class. As an era of promoting women’s rights, the first feminist movement began in 

France in the 1920s then extended to Cuba, first among only elite Cuban women then 

managing to affect all classes of women on the island. Ernestina Lecuona Casado (1882-

1951) was a Cuban female composer, pianist, and poet active in the early twentieth century. 
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As a discovery of Ernestina Lecuona, this paper will discuss her life and music as she worked 

under the specific cultural, social, and political influences of her time. I will trace her success 

as a performer and composer in a male-dominated music industry. Ernestina’s career 

intersected with the flourishing development of Cuban popular music, so through a study of 

her music, I can explore simultaneously the contemporary Cuban musical styles and trends 

prevalent in the first half of the twentieth century. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 

 Ernestina Lecuona Casado (1882-1951) was a composer, poet, pianist, and piano 

instructor in Cuba. Her compositions, mostly popular songs, feature Cuban musical genres 

and styles. Her own poetry and her choice of song texts from other poets reflected Cuban 

culture and channeled prevailing patriarchal values of the society. Although she did not begin 

her career until she was forty-six years old, her talent was quickly recognized, and her songs 

were performed not only in Cuba but also in the United States and across Latin America as 

well.  

 In the male-dominated musical world, female musicians were often treated as victims. 

Before the late nineteenth century, women musicians were limited and discouraged from 

participating in any kind of public performance. While such conditions had improved by the 

first half of the twentieth century, female musicians still experienced more difficulties in 

pursuing a music career than did their male counterparts. Cuban female musicians were no 

exception. The strong patriarchal tradition in Cuba determined the domestic sphere as the 

most desirable for women, which stands as the primary reason that Lecuona did not begin her 

career until she was 46. However, Ernestina Lecuona’s successful musical life shows another 

side of female musicians in this male-dominated field. Her talent for music was quickly 

recognized and she enjoyed a successful career. 

 My thesis is a discovery of Ernestina Lecuona. Although there are not many scholarly 

writings about Lecuona and her music, extensive research in the field of Cuban studies has 

provided a wealth of information sufficient to examine Lecuona’s life in the context of her 

Cuban identity. I focus first on the patriarchal values that existed in Cuban society and how 
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such values impacted women’s contributions to music. Through a study of Ernestina 

Lecuona, I will trace her success as a performer and composer in a male-dominated music 

industry.  Ernestina’s career intersected with the flourishing development of Cuban popular 

music, so through a study of her music, I can explore simultaneously the contemporary 

Cuban musical styles and trends prevalent in the first half of the twentieth century. 

   

Cuba-Historical Background 

 Cuba did not gain independence until 1898. The early years of nationhood there were 

marked by political and social unrest. The political uncertainty of the new government 

exacerbated fractures in Cuban society, ultimately resulting in riots and a succession of civil 

wars. In “The Long Revolution: Class Relations and Political Conflict in Cuba, 1858-1968,” 

Dennis Wood emphasizes the burgeoning middle class, with mixing of the races as a factor 

leading to numerous conflicts then eventually to the Cuban Revolution in 1959.1  

 Both Ernestina and her famous brother, Ernesto Lecuona, received private music 

instructions early on and both graduated from the private music conservatory in Havana. 

While they did not need public resources to provide them education, Edward Fitchen states 

that primary education in Cuba, before 1898, was not carried out in an efficient way. The 

laws providing free public education to all children were neglected until in 1898, when the 

United States government took over Cuba. The U.S. occupied Cuba and assigned Charles 

Edward Magoon as governor for a three-year term. The Cuba-U.S. relationship was 

maintained for thirty-three years under the Platt agreement, and U.S. military interventions 

                                                
 1 Dennis Wood, “The Long Revolution: Class Relations and Political Conflict in 
Cuba, 1858-1968,” Science & Society 34, no. 1 (1970), 12-16. 
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took place often in support of the Cuban government and its policies. Social services of all 

kinds, including education, were largely improved in the first two decades of the twentieth 

century.2 However, due to the recurring political problems and civil wars, such 

improvements did not last long. Hugh Thomas connects this decline of social services with 

inconsistent government policy.3 His article, “The Origins of the Cuban Revolution,” 

highlights the decline of literacy and school enrollment between 1925 and 1959. He also 

points out the attempt of the Catholic Church to use education to oppose the Batista 

government in the late 1940s. Although Ernestina Lecuona lived a more privileged life 

without relying on social services, her husband did teach at the University of Havana, a 

central forum for riots against the government. Fidel Castro was a student at the University of 

Havana, pursuing a law degree in the 1940s. Lecuona no doubt was aware of the heated 

political environment in Cuba at the time.  

 

Popular Music in Cuba  

 In “Southern Streams: Some Thoughts about Musicology and Popular Music Studies 

in Latin America,” Martha Tupinambá De Ulhóa defines the term “popular” as “well-liked 

music,” with relation to heritage and preservation of culture. Probably associating with 

economic values, popular music also serves as a shared memory. She explains also that the 

concept of popular music in Cuba did not exist until the late nineteenth century. She 

emphasizes there were different approaches toward defining popular music in Latin America, 

                                                
 2 Edward D. Fitchen, “Primary Education in Colonial Cuba: Spanish Tool for 
Retaining ‘La Isla Siempre Leal?’” Caribbean Studies 14, no.1 (1974), 115. 
 3 Hugh Thomas, “The Origins of the Cuban Revolution,” The World Today 19, no.10 
(1963), 453. 
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including a debate about whether folklore should be included.4 Robin Moore indicates that 

cultural influences are the main factors of the development of popular music styles in Cuba. 

His book, Music in the Hispanic Caribbean: Expressing Music, Expressing Culture, 

identifies and categorizes traditional Cuban music from Spanish colonization, slavery, 

creolized dance music, and transnational Caribbean music. For instance, he places Cuban 

punto under the category of Spanish colonization where he also discusses other Spanish-

derived music in the Caribbean.5 Cristóbal Daiz Ayala provides detailed timelines that give 

an overview of the development of Cuban music and the Cuban music industry. In Musica 

Cubana Del Areyto a la Nueva Trova, he describes the different performance venues and 

opportunities for musicians which included theater, radio, streetcorners, and nightclubs.6 He 

also surveys the popular musicians of each decade, including Ernestina Lecuona in the 

1930s. Ayala’s other book, Cuba Canta Y Baila: Discografia de la Musica Cubana 1897-

1925, focuses on the record business and relies on the relationship between musicians, radio 

stations, and the record companies.7 The development of recording technology certainly 

contributed to the Cuban music industry, even disseminating the music overseas. Emilio 

Grenet’s Popular Cuban Music: 80 Revised and Corrected Compositions provides a detailed 

historical background as well as a comprehensive description of styles and genres developed 

                                                
 4 Martha Tupinambá De Ulhóa, “Southern Streams: Some Thoughts about 
Musicology and Popular Music Studies in Latin America,” Latin American Music Review 38, 
no.1 (2017), 90-91. 

5 Robin Moore, Music in the Hispanic Caribbean: Experiencing Music, Experiencing 
Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 41-44. 

6 Cristóbal Díaz Ayala, Musica Cubana Del Areyto a la Nueva Trova (Miami: 
Ediciones Universal, 1993), 97-99. 

7 Cristóbal Díaz Ayala, Cuba Canta Y Baila: Discografia de la Musica Cubana 1897-
1925 (San Juan, Puerto Rico: Fundacion Musicalia, 1994), 45. 
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through the diverse cultures in Cuba. Published in 1939, he selected eighty popular songs of 

the time to feature in his book. Most of the songs included were composed by men, but 

compositions by two female composers, including Ernestina Lecuona, were included.8 This 

underscores the popularity of Ernestina Lecuona and her music in the 1930s in Cuba. 

 

Women’s Movements in Cuba 

 During her lifetime, Ernestina Lecuona witnessed the expansion of education and 

improving economy of the first two decades post-Independence and advancement of 

women’s roles in Cuban society. In Sexual Politics, Kate Millet explores how in a male-

dominated society, women are excluded from professional and social life. In chapter two, she 

focuses on a patriarchal society regarding status, role, and temperament. Patriarchal attitudes 

cause a certain male superiority that provides “superior status in the male, inferior in the 

female.”9 Temperament refers to “the needs and values of the dominant group and dictated 

by what its members cherish in themselves and find convenient in subordinates.”10 As to role, 

Millet mentions the limited role given to women “tends to arrest her [woman] at the level of 

biological experience.”11 Inherent in Cuban culture is a strong tradition of family values, 

which is reflected in women being valued mostly as mothers and caretakers, which 

                                                
8 For instance, Ernestina’s Ahora Que Eres Mia was collected in the book. See 

Ernestina Lecuona, “Ahora Que Eres Mia,” Popular Cuban Music; 80 Revised and 
Corrected Compositions, Together with an Essay on the Evolution of Music in Cuba, edited 
by Emilio Grenet (San Antonio: Southern Music Publishing Co., 1939), 167.  
 9 Kate Millet, “Theory of Sexual Politics,” in Sexual Politics (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2016), 40. 

 10 Kate Millet, 41. 
 11 Kate Millet, 41. 
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contributed to the late start of Ernestina Lecuona’s career. Steffen W. Schmidt, writing about 

Latin American gender realities, explains that the “view of society assumes a distinction 

between men’s and women's roles with men dominating.”12 He describes women as 

“apolitical” and “childlike,” and asserts that their highest achievement is as wives and 

mothers.13 This “highest fulfillment as wives and mothers” was a driving motivation for 

women's participation in the guerrilla movements throughout Latin America after the 1950s, 

as stated in Linda M. Lobao’s article, “Women in Revolutionary Movements: Changing 

Patterns of Latin American Guerrilla Struggle.”14  

 Takkara Brunson examines the feminist movement during 1920s and 1930s in Cuba 

and considers women’s participation in politics. Her article “‘In the General Interest of All 

Conscious Women:’ Race, Class and the Cuban Women’s Movement, 1923-1939” addresses 

the feminist movement begun in the early 1920s and the First National Women’s Congress 

established in 1923, five years before Lecuona began her musical career. Brunson points out 

these early feminist movements drew the public's awareness to the issues of gender and racial 

equality.15 Such movements for the most part began in Havana and then expanded to 

neighboring provinces, including Matanzas, where Lecuona lived and developed her career. 

                                                
12 Steffen W. Schmidt, “Political Participation and Development the Role of Woman 

in Latin America,” Journal of International Affairs 30, no.2 (1976-77), 244. 
13 Schmidt, 244. 

 14 Guerrilla movements do not emphasize a certain period but refer to a series of 
movements led by small groups of fighters. Their aim is to overthrow governments. Lobao's 
article mainly discusses the movements after 1950s. Linda M. Lobao, “Women In 
Revolutionary Movements: Changing Patterns of Latin American Guerrilla Struggle,” 
Dialectical Anthropology 15, no. 2/3 (1990), 1. 
 15 Takkara Brunson, “‘In the General Interest of All Conscious Women’: Race, Class, 
and the Cuban Women’s Movement, 1923-1939,” Cuban Studies 46 (2018), 159-160.  
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The rising awareness of gender equality might be one of the factors leading Ernestina to start 

a career outside of the home, in particular her choice to give public performances.  

While opportunities for female advancement continuously increased in Cuban 

society, some women still embraced patriarchal traditions. Catherine Davis’s “National 

Feminism in Cuba” offers opinions from both sides of this story by female authors from 1900 

to 1935, reflecting how deeply women’s subordination to men was ingrained in women.16 

Lecuona’s late start as a music professional might speak to the priority of women in this 

patriarchal society. Whether or not she embraced patriarchal traditions, she did give up 

developing her music career and instead took care a growing family. Her music career also 

reflects a certain subordination to her brother’s success, but right after her brother’s 

introduction to the musical world, Lecuona’s talent was shown and acknowledged. She was 

recognized as a composer and a pianist in this traditionally male-dominated music industry.   

 

General Overview of Women in Music 

 The feminist perspective towards women musicians was inclined to claim them as 

victims. In “Reconstructing the History of Music Education from a Feminist Perspective,” 

Sondra Wieland Howe surveys the contents of music history education offered to students in 

American public schools. She argues that music history curricula severely minimize the role 

women played, pointing out that women composers could not “fit into the reportorial canon 

of men that is defined as the standard or norm.”17 From the late Baroque period to the first 

                                                
 16 Catherine Davis, “National Feminism in Cuba: The Elaboration of a Counter-
Discourse, 1900-1935,” The Modern Language Review 91, no.1 (1996), 115. 
 17Sondra Wieland Howe, “Reconstructing the History of Music Education from a 
Feminist Perspective,” Philosophy of Music Education Review No. 2 (1998), 99.  
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half of the twentieth century, Howe asserts, female musicians were compared to men given 

only limited opportunities to study, perform, or compose. Howe mentions that in Germany 

during the late Baroque period, a woman’s ability to study and perform music was restricted, 

while noblewomen in the Classical period were active as patrons, performers, and teachers 

but were excluded from writing for large ensembles, such as the symphony orchestra. In the 

Romantic period, female composers were limited to certain genres, mostly songs, piano 

music, and chamber works. In the first half of the twentieth century, they were discouraged 

from exploring modern trends in music compositions and were instead encouraged to 

continue writing music in the romantic style.18   

Kay D. Lawson’s “A Woman’s Place Is At The Podium” discusses the social barriers 

and perceptions of women conductors. She indicates that critics’ focus seems to be the 

female conductor's body instead of her conducting technique.19 The conversation about 

female performers and conductors continues in Shelly M. Jagow’s paper, “Women 

Orchestral Conductors in America: The Struggle for Acceptance- An Historical View from 

the Nineteenth Century to the Present.” Jagow cites Sarah Caldwell as a successful conductor 

and credits her success, in part, to her being a “rather large woman with a deep, powerful 

voice.”20 She identifies sexism as the barrier to women who wanted to be performers and 

conductors. Men have historically held the role of critics and as such have been the 

                                                
18 Howe, 98.  
19 Kay D. Lawson, “A Woman’s Place Is At The Podium,” Music Educators Journal 

70, no. 9 (1984), 48. 
 20 Sarah Caldwell was a pioneer conductor who was also the first female conductor at 
the Metropolitan Opera. Shelley M. Jagow, “Women Orchestral Conductors in America: The 
Struggle for Acceptance- A Historical View from the Nineteenth Century to the Present,” 
College Music Symposium 38 (1998), 132. 



 

9 

gatekeepers and arbiters of taste for the public. If the public was not given access to the 

music of women and visa-versa it was often men in the position to make these decisions. 

Although, Edith Brower (1848-1931), a female musicologist and a critic, suggests that 

women were afforded the same opportunities as men. Her article “Is the Musical Idea 

Masculine?” indicates women were simply unable to succeed because of their own lack of 

courage.21 She said women were given enough chances to study music, but nonetheless did 

not manage to achieve this success. However, Lucy Green and Marcia J. Citron disagree with 

Brower’s argument. In Music, Gender and Education, Green focuses on gender and 

discourse, identifying three categories of criticism against women being composers: first, 

“the assumption that a woman’s music can be heard to fail, for the reason that it is by a 

woman,”22  and second, “the idea that woman’s music is good because it displays feminine 

characteristics of grace, delicacy or emotionality.”23 Thirdly, Green asserts the following: 

“the notion that when a woman's work succeeds, this is to be explained in terms of its 

masculinity.”24 In her book Gender, Professionalism and the Musical Canon, Citron supports 

Green’s argument. She further expands the idea of negative criticism and relates it to the 

exclusion of female musicians from getting public recognition.25  

                                                
 21 Edith Brower, “Is the Musical Idea Masculine?” Musical Standard 47, no.32 
(1894): 103-5, accessed April 2, 2018. 
 22 Lucy Green, Music, Gender, Education (New York: Cambridge University 
Press,1997), 106. 
 23 Green, 106. 

 24 Green, 107. 
 25 Marcia J. Citron, “Gender, Professionalism and the Musical Canon,” The Journal 
of Musicology 8, no. 1 (1990), 81. 
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 Ernestina Lecuona, as a successful female composer, clearly did not fit into any 

descriptions above. She was given opportunity and studied piano at her early age. When she 

was 15, her music was already acknowledged and published. Although she did not continue 

her music career until she turned 46, within one year she was invited to perform in a Pan 

American Union event as the only soloist and as the only female composer.  Her success in 

this sense paralleled Fanny Hensel’s career. Both were supported by their more famous 

brothers, and both were encouraged to compose and publish their music. Both also performed 

publicly. Marian Wilson Kimber’s “The ‘Suppression’ of Fanny Mendelssohn [Hensel]: 

Rethinking Feminist Biography” shows Hensel’s talents but also her priority role as a 

homemaker. Kimbal also argues for Felix Mendelssohn, who as a traditional man in a 

patriarchal society that believed women’s domestic role but “excessive emphasis on this 

attitude is misplaced, given his remarkable acceptance and encouragement of women’s 

creative abilities.” 26 Both Lecuona and Hensel could overthrow Edith Brower’s ideas that 

women were not able to achieve their success. Their lives can also illustrate women could 

succeed in both a patriarchal society and a male-dominated industry.  

  

Ernestina Lecuona 

 Few historical or musicological sources exist on Ernestina Lecuona. A biography 

published by Alicia Valdés Cantero, published in Con Música,Textos y Presencia De Mujer: 

Diccionario de mujeres notables en la música cubana, constitutes the most specific 

                                                
 26 Marian Wilson Kimber, “The ‘Suppression’ of Fanny Mendelssohn: Rethinking 
Feminist Biography,” 19th-Century Music 26, no. 2 (2002), 117.  
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musicological source available.27 However, her interactions with contemporaries have raised 

her profile in connection with her collaborative works. For instance, Christina Diane 

Villaverde’s dissertation, “Cinco Canciones con Versos de Juana de Ibarbourou: The Art 

Song Style of Ernesto Lecuona,” points out Ernestina’s influence on her brother Ernesto’s 

music. For example, the rhythmic patterns from Ernesto’s Cinco Canciones con Versos de 

Juana de Ibarbourou show his sister’s influence.28 Additionally, Ayala’s Musica Cubana Del 

Areyto a la Nueva Trova and Cuba Canta Y Baila: Discografia de la Musica Cubana 1925-

1960 mentions the close working relationship between Ernestina and famous Cuban soprano 

Esther Borja (1913-2013).29  

 

Ernesto Lecuona 

 The life and career of Ernesto Lecuona have received greater attention than that of 

Ernestina. Ernesto Lecuona: The Genius and his Music, written by José Gil and translated by 

Lecuona’s nephew, Rafael A. Lecuona, includes quotes directly from Ernesto praising his 

sister and citing her as a major influence throughout his life. In the same dissertation 

mentioned above, Villaverde provides a transcript of the interview with Fernando Lecuona, 

nephew of Ernesto Lecuona, which provides some biographical data for both Ernesto and 

                                                
 27 Alicia Valdés Cantero, Con Música,Textos y Presencia De Mujer: Diccionario de 
Mujeres Notables en la Música Cubana, (El Vedado, Havana: Edicións Unión, 2005), 228. 
 28 Christina Diane Villaverde, “Cinco Canciones con Versos de Juana de Ibarbourou: 
The Art Song Style of Ernesto Lecuona” (PhD thesis, Florida State University, 2011), 14. 
 29 Cristóbal Díaz Ayala, Cuba Canta Y Baila: Discografia de la Musica Cubana 
1897-1925 (San Juan, Puerto Rico: Fundacion Musicalia, 1994), 45. 
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Ernestina. Furthermore, Villaverde’s included musical examples indicate Ernestina’s 

influence on her brother, as mentioned in the previous paragraph.30  

 

Conclusion 

 Ernestina Lecuona contributed to the popular music industry at a time of vibrant 

growth and development of a distinct Cuban music. Her influence on music is related to the 

cultural and family values with which she grew up, which were centered around female 

subordination to men. This was illustrated by her unending support to her brother, Ernesto. 

As the literature shows, these patriarchal attitudes of Cuba were deeply rooted early in the 

colonial period and continued throughout Ernestina’s lifetime.   

                                                
 30 Villaverde, 14. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BACKGROUND OF CUBA: SLAVERY, COLONIALISM, AND INDEPENDENCE  

 

In order to understand the life and music of Ernestina Lecuona, it is important to 

know about the historical background of Cuba. She passed away in 1951, eight years before 

the Cuban revolution. Prior to the Revolution in 1959, Cuba, despite its independence from 

Spain, remained underdeveloped and politically unstable due to social and economic 

difficulties. This chapter will highlight principle events and the history of Cuba leading to the 

revolution in 1959.   

 

Geographical Influences in Cuba 

Cuba, the largest country in the Caribbean, is located in the northernmost part of the 

Caribbean Sea, south of Florida. It consists of one large island and several small islands. 

Cuba is divided into fifteen provinces and one special municipality, Isla de la Juventud. 

Cuba’s main island is flat, and it is rich in natural resources such as sugar, tobacco, and 

coffee, all of which helped shape Cuba’s political history throughout the post-colonial period. 

Additionally, the capital, Havana, located in the north of the main island and close to the 

United States, served as a center of reformation during the 1920s.1 Matanzas is a nearby 

province; due to the large population of African slaves there between 1700 and 1900, 

Matanzas was greatly influenced by African culture. Upon gaining independence from Spain, 

large numbers of the rural population relocated from the easternmost region of the island, 

                                                
 1 Jaime Suchlicki, Cuba: From Columbus To Castro And Beyond (Washington, DC: 
Brassey's, 2002), 3.  
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known as the Oriente province, to Havana and neighboring provinces like Matanzas. This 

shift led to an increase in cultural exchange, causing the emergence of unique musical styles 

in Cuba during the early 1900s. As a Matanzas native, Ernestina Lecuona’s musical style 

reflects what would come to be known as the Afro-Cuban qualities. 

 

 

Figure 1. Map of Cuba 
Source: “Cuba Geography,” Worldatlas, last modified 2019, 
https://www.worldatlas.com/webimage/countrys/namerica/caribb/cuba/culand.htm. 
 

 

The Colonial Period 

 Cuba became a Spanish colony following Columbus’ discovery of the islands in 

1492. The subjugation of the native population of Cubans, among other things, resulted in 

Spanish becoming the official language of Cuba. In order to control the land, in the 

beginning of the colonial period, large numbers of Cuban indigenous people were killed or 

abused. Shortly after, Spanish settlers turned to African slavery to help with tobacco, sugar, 

and coffee crops needed for exportation. Consequently, the sugar industry became a major 



 

15 

source of income in the late eighteenth century, and for a time Cuba was the largest sugar 

exporter in the world.   

Colonization ultimately affected various cultural arenas. For example, education in 

Cuba developed as early as the 1530s through the establishment of Catholic churches. 

Elementary and religious studies were provided for Spanish children and for a few select 

Indian children at the time. Moreover, Universidad de La Habana was founded in 1728 and 

provided a high level of education in Cuba, especially to those who emigrated from Spain. 

Public schools were not in existence until the late eighteenth century when the Sociedad 

Económica de Amigos del País de Habana was founded. This organization, founded by 

Captain-General Luis de las Casas in 1793, aimed to further develop Cuban cultures and 

education. By 1801, seventy-one schools in the city had been established, but poor children 

still had no access to free education until the law of 1880 was passed in Spain for Cuba.2  

Not only were poor children prohibited from attending school, black people in Cuba 

were also barred from receiving an education.  Such inequality among social classes 

contributed to Cuba’s many social problems, which led to revolutions toward declaring 

independence. For example, white residents, including Lecuona’s father, Ernesto Lecuona 

Ramos (1834-1902), who emigrated from Spain and other European countries were granted 

far more rights in Cuba. In order to maintain control, native Cubans were prevented from 

                                                
 2 In Cuba, an educational law regarding public instruction was first established in 
1842 as a general plan to keep private institutions in the majority. Later, the law was 
modified and developed several times. The 1880 law made adjustments to ensure all children 
could receive education at least at the elementary level. The law also made revisions about 
tenure provisions. However, Edward Fitchen points out that the law had not actually been 
carried out. See Edward D. Fitchen, “Primary Education in Colonial Cuba: Spanish Tool for 
Retaining ‘La Isla Siempre Leal?’” in Caribbean Studies 14, no.1 (1974), 114-115.  
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taking part in politics. They were marginalized and “alienated by and disillusioned with the 

Spanish policy and that country’s ability to govern Cuba.”3 Tensions between Cuban people 

and the Spanish government were compounded by failed economic policies. Consequently, 

Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, a landowner and a lawyer in eastern Cuba, declared The Ten 

Years’ War (1868–78), which was supported by Cuban-born planters, wealthy natives, as 

well as some freed slaves. The war did not lead to independence from Spain, but abolition of 

the slave trade was achieved. 

 The succeeding two wars, the Little War (1879–1880) and the Cuban War of 

Independence (1895–1898), finally overthrew the Spanish government, making it possible 

for Cuba to finally claim independence. 

 

Independence and Intervention of the United States 

Unfortunately, independence converted Cuba’s reliance on Spain to a reliance on the 

United States. In fact, the United States obtained dominant power across the Caribbean after 

the Spanish-American War (April-August 1898). Cuba was occupied by the United States 

politically until the adoption of the Platt Amendment in 1901 which redefined the 

relationships between Cuba and the United States. Finally, Cuba was granted power to 

control its land, with U.S. supervision, and this amendment also authorized the U.S. to 

establish military bases in Cuba, providing opportunities to intervene when its interests were 

threatened. Conversely, these U.S. interventions also improved public sanitation and 

education in Cuba, as well as the general economy. Before 1920, Cuban people enjoyed 

                                                
 3 Jamie Suchlicki, “The ‘Ever-Faithful’ Colony Rebels,” in Cuba: From Columbus to 
Castro (Washington, DC: Brassey's, 2002), 59. 
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growing prosperity through increased trade with the United States as well as a heightened 

interest in investments in Cuba by U.S. companies. The relationship with the U.S. also 

opened a door for the tourism industry in Cuba. Known as an “exotic and permissive 

playground”, Cuba became a destination for many celebrities and politicians from the United 

States since the 1920s.4 Due to the rise in tourism, Cuban popular music was widely 

performed in nightclubs and theaters and it became popular not only nationally but 

internationally. Chapter 3 will have further discussion about Cuban popular music.  

With the growing economy and improved education, more and more Cuban private 

and social organizations like women’s groups, trade unions, and student associations were 

established. Some intellectual and student-led associations were formed to express their 

dissatisfaction towards the Cuban government and it led to series of revolts. The University 

of Havana became a center for democratic reform. The first militant student organization, 

Federación Estudiantil Universitaria, was founded in 1923. They denounced government 

corruption and took hold of parts of the university.5 Additionally, a Havana-based 

Communist Party, Agrupación Comunista de La Habana, as well as the Cuban National 

Workers’ Confederation were formed in 1925. Two years later, A Marxist avant-garde 

“Minorista Group” was established and in 1931, a secret organization, ABC, appeared. ABC 

was formed by middle and upper-class nationalists to fight against the Machado Dictatorship 

                                                
 4  Natasha Del Toro, “Before the Revolution: Socialites and Celebrities Flocked to 
Cuba in the 1950s,” Smithsonian.com, July 31, 2007, 
https://www.smithsonianmag.com/history/before-the-revolution-159682020/. 
 
 5 K. Lynn Stoner, From the House to the Streets: The Cuban Woman's Movement for 
Legal Reform, 1898–1940 (Durham, N.C.: Duke University Press, 1991), 58. 
 



 

18 

with violence and terrorism.6 Gerardo Machado went into exile after the Sergeants’ Revolt in 

1933 and Fulgencio Batista gained control of the government after two short political terms 

by Carlos Manuel de Céspedes and Ramón Grau San Martín. Grau’s government abolished 

the Platt Amendment during the first 100 days of his presidency, after which it was resumed 

for further intervention from the United States. 

Batista did not become president until 1940, but he wielded substantial military 

power and was consequently able to control the Cuban presidents between 1934 and 1940.7 

During this time, he carried out social reforms and established regulations and policies for 

economic control. His policy improved education and living conditions of tenants in the rural 

areas. As an authoritarian ruler backed by the U.S. government, he was not welcomed by 

intellectuals and radical nationalists, as strikes and terroristic acts occurred continuously 

under his rule. In 1944, Batista lost his seat to Ramón Grau San Martín and left Cuba for the 

United States before running for president again in 1952. He won the election as a result of 

his military aptitude, but his actions encouraged more attacks against the Cuban government. 

Eventually, a new authoritative figure, Fidel Castro, who had first appeared as a student 

political leader, became the opposition to Batista’s government during the Cuban Revolution 

(1956-1959). Castro earned national attention when he organized the attack on July 26, 1953, 

on the Moncada garrison in Santiago. Although the attack was unsuccessful and ultimately 

resulted in Castro’s exile, his supporters would later launch guerrilla raids in Oriente. Finally, 

                                                
 6 Catherine Davis, “Women Writers in Neo-Colonial Cuba,” in A Place In The Sun: 
Women Writers in Twentieth-Century Cuba (London: Zed Books, 1997), 17. 
 7 The presidents in Cuba between 1934 and 1940 included Carlos Mendieta, José 
Agripino Barnet, and Miguel Mariano Gómez Federico Laredo Brú. Mendieta and Barnet 
both served as interim presidents. Gómez and Brú were the seventh and eighth presidents in 
Republic of Cuba, respectively.   
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he won the revolution in 1959 which initiated his more than fifty-two years of control over 

Cuba.  

Ernestina Lecuona was not able to know the success of the Cuban Revolution since 

she passed away in 1951.  However, she did experience the upheaval in Cuba in her lifetime. 

Popular music in Cuba, due to In Chapters 3 and 6, further discussions about Cuban popular 

music and Ernestina in this popular music industry will continue.  
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CHAPTER 3  

POPULAR MUSIC IN CUBA IN THE EARLY 1900S 

 

Due to historical and political factors, Cuban culture was developed and shaped not 

only by indigenous culture but also European and African cultures. These mixtures of 

cultures were reflected in Cuban music. During her twenty years as composer, Lecuona 

wrote many songs which were popular at the time. Since her genre choices were mostly 

typical Cuban song types popular in the first half of the twentieth century, this chapter will 

will continue through introducing some specific Cuban musical elements (instruments, 

forms, rhythms) prevalent and popular in the early twentieth century.  

 

Definition of Popular Music 

According to Martha Tupinamba de Ulhoa, the concept of popular music in Latin 

American did not exist until the end of the nineteenth century.8 She summarized the term 

“popular” into three categories. First, popular music means music “belonging to the people” 

or any “well-liked music.”9 Second, popular music is viewed as a heritage and preservation 

of local culture. Finally, popular music leads to the idea of nationalism, as the themes could 

indicate a sense of identity. In order to realize these three definitions, the early development 

                                                
 8 According to Ayala, even though there were studies about folklore, historians and 
critics did not pay attention to popular music before the twentieth century. See Cristóbal Díaz 
Ayala, Musica Cubana Del Areyto a la Nueva Trova (Miami: Ediciones Universal, 1993), 
50. 
 9 Martha Tupinambá De Ulhóa, “Southern Streams: Some Thoughts about 
Musicology and Popular Music Studies in Latin America,” in Latin American Music Review 
38, no.1 (2017), 90.  
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of Cuban popular music adopted instruments, genres, and rhythms derived from Spain, 

Africa, and its own land.10 

 

 

The Diverse Roots in Cuba 

The unique Cuban culture responded to the fusion of the diverse population 

developed throughout the history. Bearing deep roots in both Europe and Africa, the diversity 

of race created the separation of music and dance traditions among the white and black 

communities. Spanish colonists brought to the island their traditional folk music and dances 

along with trendy European urban music and dances. For example, European opera was 

brought to Cuba when the European opera companies toured in Havana in the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries.11 At the same time, the black community, mostly people from 

West Africa, shared their energetic rituals and rhythms with Cuba. 

Musical elements from Europe and Africa soon merged into distinct genres in Cuba, 

especially post-independence when Cuba finally catapulted to nationhood and naturally 

sought to evolve its own cultural identity. Music served to discover and then identify the 

vivid mixed cultures, and Cuban music developed into a fusion and a metaphor that united 

                                                
 10 Ulhóa, 90. 
 11 According to Helio Orovio, in 1811, European operas began performing in Havana 
and Santiago de Cuba, featuring Spanish singers. These opera companies were not only from 
Spain but also included French and Italian companies. Some Italian and Spanish composers 
moved to Cuba in the nineteenth century and they staged some of their works in Havana. 
Orovio mentions that Cristóbal Martínez Corres was the first Cuban opera composer. 
However, his works were never publicly staged. See Helio Orovio, Cuban Music from A to Z 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2004), 153. 
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Cuban people from different backgrounds. This chapter offers introductions of national 

instruments, important genres, and unique rhythms that specifically represent Cuban cultures. 

   

 

Cuban Instruments, Genres, and Rhythms 

Instruments in Cuba 

In 1939, some of Ernestina Lecuona’s popular songs were included in Emilio 

Grenet’s Popular Cuban: Music 80 Revised and Corrected Compositions. As one of the 

earliest publications of Cuban music studies, Grenet’s research supports the notion that the 

combination of Spanish melodies and African rhythms are the two main elements of Cuban 

music.12 The instrumentation of Cuban music also involves the combinations of Western 

European instruments, Cuban instruments, and African percussion instruments. 

 

 1.Tres or tres cubano 

One of the most important European instruments that influenced Cuban music is the 

guitar. Guitars were introduced to Cuba and developed into different variations in terms of 

size and tunings. For instance, cittern and bandurrita are variations of guitar-like instruments 

and both have twelve strings. They were not, however, as popular as tres, or tres cubano, 

which is the most popular guitar adopted in Cuban music. It is a small six-string instrument, 

and it is arranged in three courses of two strings and tuned either in unisons or in octaves.13  

                                                
 12 Emilio Grenet, Popular Cuban Music: 80 Revised and Corrected Composition 
together with an essay on the Evolution of Music in Cuba (Havana, Cuba: Southern Music 
Publishing Co., 1939), X. 
 13 Mark Brill, Music of Latin America And The Caribbean (Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Prentice Hall/Pearson, 2011), 121.  
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 2. Congas 

Congas refer to tunable drums played with the palms. They are also known as 

tumbadoras or tumbas. They come in various sizes, ranging from the small niño or quinto 

producing higher pitches to the large bass tumba. The earliest congas were made from hollow 

tree trunks covered with goat or antelope hide but later, more sophisticated conga drums 

were developed. For example, timbales were derived from the timpani and were made of 

metal and played with drumsticks. Bongos are another innovation derived from congas. 

Bongos are always played in pairs and they are small to produce a higher pitch. Bongo 

players play with the tips of the fingers, and the instruments usually are held between the 

player’s knees. Many Cuban genres, such as sones, include the use of congas and bongos.  

  

 3. Claves 

Claves (palitos) are two hardwood blocks where one is a slightly higher pitch. 

According to Mark Brill, claves are a “distinctively Cuban creation derived from elements of 

both (African and Spanish) cultures”.14 The popularity of claves resulted in its name also 

referring to a rhythmic pattern played by them and by other percussion instruments. 

 

 4. Other percussion instruments 

With the influence of West African cultures, Cuban music naturally involves a broad 

variety of percussion instruments. Maracas are the Cuban shakers which first appeared in 

Cuba’s aboriginal Taino population. They have different pitches, and players typically play 

                                                
 14 Brill, 123.  
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one in each hand to provide a driving percussive rhythm. The güiro, a hollow gourd with cut 

out parallel notches, is played by scraping with a stick or a metal wire scraper; it often 

appears in Cuban genres like the son, trova, and in salsa. Cowbells are frequently used in 

Cuban music as well. In Cuba, cencerro represents cowbells and the bongo player often 

double on this idiophone. The quijada de burro, a jawbone-like instrument, produces a strong 

buzzing sound through striking on the teeth of the bone.  

 

Genres and Rhythms 

 Since the diverse roots in Cuba have developed many musical genres as well as 

unique rhythms, this section focuses on the genres and the rhythms used in Ernestina 

Lecuona’s composition.   

 

 1. Guajira 

 Derived from Cuban punto and Spanish guajira, Cuban guajira was a popular genre 

among rural and urban Cubans in the twentieth century.15 Presented in relaxed tempo, it 

retains the use of six-eight time along with a horizontal hemiola. (See Example 1) Framed by 

an introduction, a Cuban guajira usually begins in minor mode, followed by a parallel major 

                                                
 15 Cuban punto is associated with all types of folk music by Spanish-origin rural 
farmers, the guajiros. “Punto” refers to sung décima poetry. String instruments including the 
laud, bandurria, and tres are the dominant instruments in punto, together with other 
percussion instruments such as maracas, clave, or even conga drums. Cuban punto often 
involves text improvisation and more than one singer, creating a competition-like, 
controversia-style that requires instant reactions to texts so that the singers can improvise 
subsequent lyrics in response to their partners. This style of singing was equivalent to 
“musica jibara” in Puerto Rico and it is performed as a competition between the singers. 
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in the second section. Its lyrics often refer to rural themes and romantic stories in the 

countryside, such as Junto Al Rio, written by Ernestina Lecuona.  

 

Example 1. Horizontal Hemiola  

 

 

 

 2. Criolla  

 Following the basic pattern of guajira, criolla is mostly derived from clave, a genre 

involves the use of Cuban clave accompanied by a choir and reliant on a vertical hemiola 

rhythmic pattern. (See Example 2) Lecuona’s ¿Me odias? (You hate me?), one of her earliest 

compositions, is an example of criolla fused with bolero.   

 

 

Example 2. Vertical Hemiola 

 

 

 3. Guaracha 

 Guaracha is a type of popular song popular among the poor white and mulatto 

population and associated with bars, brothels, and low-class dance salons. The term appeared 
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as early as the late eighteenth century. It was loosely based on tonadilla, a Spanish dance 

divided into two sections: a fast section in triple meter and a slower section in duple meter. 

Spanish guitar and Cuban tres are the main instruments for guarachas, where the lyrics often 

relate to the everyday life of people and sarcastic criticism of local officials. In the twentieth 

century, guaracha remained popular for big band music. The characteristic of using satirical 

text in guaracha was adopted into another Cuban genre, son, which was a popular genre 

before the 1950s. 

 

 4. Habanera 

Lecuona’s first recorded composition was a habanera, based on the famous dance 

form developed by Cubans. It combines African rhythmic influence as well as dances to 

reflect the “European proclivities of the Spanish gentility.”16 The African-influenced rhythm 

in habanera often involves syncopations as shown in Example 3. (See Example 3) 

 

 Example 3. Habanera Rhythm pattern 

 

 

Before this dance was developed, Cuban people enjoyed zapateado and ballroom 

dances as well as contradanza. These dances were all derived from Spain and other parts of 

Europe. For instance, contradanza is related to the French contradanse and some English 

                                                
 16 Mark Brill, 127. 
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figure dances. According to Brill, since the middle of the nineteenth century, European 

dances were “Africanized” and popularized among urban working classes, incorporated with 

syncopated rhythms such as the clave (See Example 4) and the cinquillo (See Example 5). 

The penetration of African cultures further affected art and music in the twentieth century, 

especially during the Afrocubanism movement of the 1920s and 1930s. For instance, 

Lecuona adopted all these Afro-Cuban rhythms, especially cinquillo, in her compositions.  

 

Example 4. Clave Rhythm pattern 

 

 

 

Example 5. Cinquillo Rhythm pattern 

 

 

 

 5. Danzón 

 Created by Miguel Failde, a bandleader in Matanzas, danzón is called as the “first 

important nationalistic style in Cuba.”17 Developed since the 1870s, danzón, “a formal 

ballroom couple-dance in rondo form,” combined with African rhythms and French	

                                                
 17 Brill, 128. 
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contredanse.18  With orchestral setting, it included Cuban percussion like the guiro. It was 

often led and improvised by flute and violin. The music is often set with repeated rhythmic 

patterns which consists of a cinquillo alternating with four quarter notes (See Example 6) and 

it is often played on timbales. Danzón became popular across the island, including among 

black and mulatto populations. It later evolved into other genres like danzonete, chachachá, 

and mambo. Pancho y Ramona is an example of danzón written by Ernestina Lecuona.  

 

Example 6. Danzón Rhythm pattern 

 

 

 6. Bolero 

 Robin Moore praises Latin American bolero as an excellent example of a 

“transnational musical form in the Hispanic Caribbean and one that bridges the history of the 

nineteenth and twentieth centuries.” 19  Derived from conga, danzón, and contradanza, bolero 

was developed in Eastern Cuba in the late nineteenth century. Unlike Spanish bolero, Cuban 

bolero refers to romantic songs influenced by European parlor music. It is usually in duple 

meter and traditionally performed by two guitarists and two vocalists who sing in parallel 

                                                
 18 William Gradante, and Jan Fairley, “Danzón,” The Oxford Dictionary of 
Music, 2nd ed. rev., Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed April 6, 2019. 
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.00
01/omo-9781561592630-e-0000007204. 
 
 19 Robin Moore, Music in the Hispanic Caribbean: Expressing Music, Expressing 
Culture (New York: Oxford University Press, 2010), 127. 
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thirds and sixths. The slow and sentimental bolero often illustrates conflicting emotions 

through the structure of binary form, using major and minor modes in each section, 

respectively. Its singing style was developed by Spanish zarzuela and flamenco singing.  

Syncopated guitar strumming, ravado, provides a particular mournfulness to the song. Bolero 

uses a variety of Cuban rhythms, including cinquillo (see Example 5) and tresillo (see 

Example 7), as well as the variant of habanera rhythm. 20  Another song tradition similar to 

bolero is trova. Both genres were popular in Cuba and developed into different styles later in 

the 1920s, such as son-bolero. Lecuona demonstrated throughout her career that bolero was 

indeed an accessible contemporary genre, especially during the 1930s. Chapter 6 will offer 

further discussion and examples of Cuban boleros via analysis of her music. 

 

Example 7. Tresillo Rhythm Pattern 

 

  

 7. Son or son montuno 

In addition to danzón, son, or son montuno, was another important genre in Cuban 

music in the twentieth century. Originating from Spain, son first appeared in the Oriente 

province of Cuba during the period of independence. Compared to danzón, son calls for a 

                                                
 20 Willi Kahl, and Israel J. Katz, “Bolero,” The Oxford Dictionary of Music, 2nd ed. 
rev., Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed April 6, 2019. 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com. 
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smaller ensemble, replacing strings and woodwind with guitars. While the sextet became the 

standard ensemble size for this genre during the 1920s, the addition of trumpet and 

percussion extended the son ensemble to a septet in the 1930s and conjunto in the 1940s.21  

A typical son begins with a slow section followed by a rhythmic section where the 

improvisation occurs. A call-and-response effect is also a feature of son. Due to its 

popularity, son was adapted and combined with other existing genres into different styles. 

Son-bolero, son-guajira, and son-guaracha all became popular before the 1950s. Son later 

developed into salsa by the 1970s. Lecuona wrote a number of son-bolero, including Ahora 

que eres mía and Cierra, Cierra Los Ojos which to be discussed in chapter 6.  

  

 8. Rumba 

Although Ernestina Lecuona wrote mostly vocal music, one of her songs, ¿Me 

odias?, originally a criolla-bolero, was rearranged into rumba music and published in Paris.22 

Rumba, with a moderate tempo is a kind of Afro-Cuban drumming genre which was 

traditionally played with drums and claves. It emerged on the western side of Cuba and 

Matanzas, where there were sugar plantations and harbors. It became popular in the 1930s 

and more rumba bands were established to play across the country; rumba was introduced to 

the United States and soon gained international attention. Eventually, rumba adapted some 

popular and jazz elements and became an important ballroom dance.  

 

                                                
 21 Septetos normally include a lead vocalist, guitars, double bass, Cuban percussion, 
and trumpet. Cuban conjunto involve the addition of piano, trumpets, or conga to the septeto 
group.  
 22 There is no evidence showing if Ernestina Lecuona made the arrangement of ¿Me 
odias? into rumba music.  
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The Popular Music Industry in the Early 1900s in Cuba 

Cuban popular music developed then spread widely so that it gained international 

acclaim. Towards the end of the nineteenth century, wealthy people enjoyed theater 

entertainment, where they took in performances of classical music, danzónes, and opera, 

including zarzuela. The Alhambra Theater in Cuba was one important establishment in the 

1900s. The works performed there were mostly related to local and international current 

issues. Many Cuban musicians, including Eliseo Grenet (1893-1950) and Jorge Anckermann 

(1877-1941), left their mark on the Alhambra Theater. Other genres, like son and bolero, 

were played mostly in the nightclubs, which cropped up to match the burgeoning popular 

music and tourism industries in Cuba.23 Performers, who used to perform on streets, started 

performing in venues with more structured repertoires. These performers brought their styles 

of music to the stage and soon their voices graced the airwaves. In 1922, the first radio 

station in Cuba began operation and more private radio stations were soon established. Rita 

Montaner (1900-1958) and Antonio María Romeu (1876-1955) were two of the first 

musicians whose artistry to be broadcast on the radio.24 Most radio stations focused on 

                                                
 23 In the 1920s, the tourist industry was flourishing in Cuba. Casinos, hotels, and 
nightclubs were built during that period. For instance, Havana had recorded over 7,000 pubs 
in the city at the time. One of the most famous nightclubs, the Tropicana Nightclub, opened 
in the 1939, was one of the “premier nightspots in the hemisphere for international 
playboys.” See Elizabeth Ruf, “¡Qué Linda Es Cuba!: Issues of Gender, Color, and 
Nationalism in Cuba's Tropicana Nightclub Performance,” TDR (1988-) 41, no. 1 (1997), 86. 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/1146574. 
 
 24 Cristóbal Díaz Ayala, Musica Cubana Del Areyto a la Nueva Trova (Miami: 
Ediciones Universal, 1993), 119. 
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entertainment and news programming. CMQ and RHC were the two most important radio 

stations of the time.25  

Cuban radio stations in the 1930s and 1940s remained an important channel to 

distribute enemy propaganda during wartime and toward empowering the national identity. 

Songs from the United States were banned and only sones and other Cuban nationalist genres 

were recorded and heard on the radio.26 Lecuona likely benefited from that, since she 

performed frequently in radio stations; moreover, Esther Borja, the main interpreter of her 

songs in this era, worked in various radio stations in her lifetime and she presented Lecuona’s 

songs in different radio programs.  

Recordings were also available in Cuba in the 1900s. The first recording made in 

Havana was in 1904 by Antonio María Romeu (1876-1955) and his orchestra.27 According to 

Cristóbal Díaz Ayala, before 1925, Victor and Colombia were the biggest recording labels 

for Cuban music and across Latin American.28 Prior to 1925, there were over 150 records of 

danzónes and over thirty records of sones created, along with many recordings featuring 

other Cuban genres. Even more recordings came post-1925 when Victor and Colombia 

adopted the invention of radio to make microphone-based recording which significantly 

                                                
 25 William Luis, Culture and Customs of Cuba: Culture and Customs of Latin 
America and the Caribbean (Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Group, 2001), 68. 
 26 While Cuban people favored the culture brought from the United States, the 
political climate caused an anti-American sentiment to develop and American music and 
culture were discouraged. 
 27 Antonio María Romeu was a Cuban pianist. His orchestra was popular for playing 
danzón and some traditional Cuban music. See Cristóbal Díaz Ayala, Cuba Canta Y Baila: 
Discografia de la Musica Cubana 1897-1925 (San Juan, Puerto Rico: Fundacion Musicalia, 
1994), 45.  
 28 Ibid. 
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improved the quality of recording. Borja made numerous albums featuring songs composed 

by the Lecuonas, even after their deaths. Examples will be shown in chapter 6 Finally, 

television took popularity over radio in Cuba when the first station, CMUR-TV, was 

established in 1950. CMQ obtained its license for broadcasting television program soon after 

CMUR-TV and it became a popular station with features on music and dance programs. The 

popularity of television resulted in over 100,000 television set purchases in 1952.29 

Musicians including Ernesto Lecuona and Borja were featured on television shows; Borja 

even hosted a television program for over twenty-five years to introduce old songs and 

cultures to the audience, and Ernestina Lecuona’s life and her songs were featured in the 

programming.  

 

Conclusion 

 Music in Cuba during the early 1900s experienced an exciting moment of cultural 

exchange. Independence and the subsequent mobility of diverse population caused Cuba to 

develop popular music—a music that serves people, preserves the traditional values, and 

gives rise to the national identity. Popular music, developed from traditional European 

genres, indigenous folklore, African rhythms, and modern elements of the time created the 

unique style of Cuban music. The development of entertainment facilitated the Cuban music 

industry and the spread of Cuban music to international listeners. Ernestina Lecuona began 

her music career in 1928. Her songs were inspired by and reflective of these diverse cultures, 

                                                
 29 William Luis, Culture and Customs of Cuba: Culture and Customs of Latin 
America and the Caribbean (Westport, CT: Greenwood Publishing Group, 2001), 73. 
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and her career benefitted from the burgeoning Cuban music industry in the early 1900s, so 

much so that she could perform overseas and attract international audiences to her music.  
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CHAPTER 4 

THE IDEA OF GREAT MOTHERHOOD UNDER PATRIARCHAL ATTITUDES IN 

CUBA 

                     

‘Cuba May Be the Most Feminist Country in Latin America!’1 

This is the headline of an article published in the New York Times in 2012, written by 

Luisita Lopez Torregrosa. The article mentions that women had received more education and 

job opportunities since the Cuban Revolution in 1959, when Castro openly supported 

women’s rights.2 The awareness of women rights began as early as in 1917, when Club 

Fermino, one of the earliest female organizations, was established. By the twenty-first 

century Cuba was noted for having one of the highest percentage of women in the 

government, secondary and post-secondary education, and in professional fields. Even with 

progress being made toward equality, the “gender equality paradox” persists. The “gap 

between rhetoric and practice…in a nation legally committed to equality but harnessed to a 

                                                
 1 Luisita Lopez Torregrosa, “Cuba May Be the Most Feminist Country in Latin 
America,” The New York Times, May 1, 2012, 
https://rendezvous.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/05/01/cuba-may-be-the-most-feminist-country-
in-latin-america/. 
 2 “Before 1959, women comprised only 5 percent of university graduates and only 12 
percent of the work force, often holding menial jobs. Today [2012], she says, 
 women make up 41 percent of the Communist Party, half of the island’s work force, 
manystudents in high schools and universities, 60 percent of university faculties and the 
majority of provosts and department heads (but not presidents). And women hold top 
portfolios in ministries and in key provincial positions.” Quoted in Luisita Lopez Torregrosa, 
“Cuba May Be the Most Feminist Country in Latin America,” The New York Times, May 1, 
2012, https://rendezvous.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/05/01/cuba-may-be-the-most-feminist-
country-in-latin-america/. 
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historic structure of patriarchy.”3 Ernestina Lecuona, active before the Cuban Revolution, did 

not begin her career until in her 40s, which can be explained at least in part by this equality 

paradox. Since this patriarchal attitude is parallel to the idea of Great Mother, this chapter 

will focus on how patriarchal values affected Cuban women in Cuba.  

 

Defining Motherhood under a Patriarchal Society 

Kate Millet (1934-2017), an American feminist writer and educator, argued that 

patriarchal societies were the cause of an imbalanced authority between men and women, and 

leading women be totally dependent on men.4 With the rise of feminism in the early 1900s, 

the concept of motherhood became a perceived obstacle to equality. Feminists in the 1960s 

and 1970s even declared that motherhood topped the list of “social constructions which have 

hampered women's power and autonomy.”5  Motherhood is strongly influenced by societies’ 

patriarchal attitudes. These patriarchal attitudes, according to  Steffen W. Schmidt, 

correspond to the idea of the “Great Mother,” where women are mostly childlike and 

apolitical and that their highest achievement would be to live as wives and mothers whose 

“identity comes through their relationship with men.”6 Schmidt also addresses the labor 

division is natural due to the gender division.  “Great Motherhood,” or “the Great Mother” 

refers to a woman who is self-sacrificing and completely family- and child-centered. She is 

                                                
 3 Ibid. 
 
 4 Kate Millet, “ Theory of Sexual Politics,” in Sexual Politics (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 2016), 46.  
 5 Jodi Vandenberg-Daves, “Teaching Motherhood in History,” Women's Studies 
Quarterly 30, no. 3/4 (2002), 236. 
 6 Steffen W. Schmidt, “Political Participation and Development the role of Women in 
Latin America,” Journal of International Affairs 30, no. 2 (1976), 244. 
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restricted from developing any interests and is financially dependent on men. While 

contemporary women are more financially independent, in the first half of the twentieth 

century, and certainly in Ernestina Lecuona’s lifetime, the patriarchy was strong in Cuban 

society and women were very much expected to fulfill the role of the “great Mother.” Thus, a 

woman was considered to be negligent of her duty if she acted as head of a household or as 

provider for the family. In a patriarchal society, women are inferior to men “in all spheres of 

life” and women struggled with a “lack of access to resources and decision making.”7   

 Ernestina Lecuona began her career at the age of forty-six. Is this an example of a 

female artist working within the confines of the patriarchal system in which she lived? She 

devoted the much of her adult life to her family before she perused her own interests. As 

such, her successful music career was not possible until she fulfilled her role as the “great 

mother.” In chapters five and six, this discussion of patriarchal attitudes and its impact on 

women will continue and narrow down to a discussion mainly about female musicians via a 

case study of Lecuona.  

 

Cubanismo and the Patriarchal Attitudes 

Independence from Spain in 1898 meant a fresh perspective for Cuban women. 

Before the independence, Cuban women, whether lower or upper class, were generally 

considered inferior to men. Distribution of labor along gender lines relegated women to the 

domestic sphere while men were placed in the public sphere.  While a national identity was 

burgeoning among Cuban people even before independence, patriarchal attitudes were also 

                                                
 7 Abeda Sultana, “Patriarchy and Women’s Subordination: A Theoretical Analysis,” 
The Arts Faculty Journal, July 2010-June 2011, 7.  



 

38 

exhibited in the Cubanismo movement, a push toward nationalism which “signifies the 

struggle to create collective consciousness based on national sovereignty, collective rights, 

and probity and integrity.”8 In fact, this idea of Cubanismo further strengthened the 

traditional roles between men and women. As such, feminists in Cuba faced great resistance 

from both men and women, and in the early 1900s, this resistance divided them into two 

opposite groups: followers of “great motherhood,” including Ernestina Lecuona, and those 

against the idea of motherhood as well as against patriarchal attitudes. Since most Cuban 

feminists were elite women, their reactions either for or against these traditional values were 

recorded and reflected in the literary output of women writers during that time.  

 

Reflection of Patriarchal Attitudes in Cuban Women’s Literature 
Embracing Motherhood 

 

The life of Ernestina Lecuona celebrated the idea of “Great Mother,” which 

emphasized family values. An article in the women’s magazine Aspiraciones emphasized 

that the women living and working in the corrupt country at the time did not want to see their 

children suffer so they avidly urged for improvement.9 Female writers of the time often 

exhibited the idea of motherhood and extended it to define their national identities. For 

instance, Emilia Bernal (1882-1964) wrote an autobiography Layka Froyka (1919) which 

emphasizes the patriotic mother who saved the families and nation during the wars of 

                                                
 8 Catherine Davis, “National Feminism in Cuba: The Elaboration of a Counter-
Discourse, 1900-1935,” in The Modern Language Review 91, no. 1 (1996), 109. 
 9 The article, Manifesto, was published by Aspiraciones in 1912. See Davis, 108. 
 



 

39 

Independence.10 Additionally, in Dolores Bolio’s sonnet Mi Serafin y yo (1917), Bolio points 

out that giving birth is a specific job for women as a contribution to the population and 

workforce:11 

Suspiro, y al besar su pura frente   I sigh, and when I kiss her pure forehead 
Sorprendiendo mi rostro en su mirada,                          Surprising my face in his eyes, 
me parezco a la luna extasiada                      I look like the ecstatic moon 
Su miniatura copia en una fuente.        your body is reflected in the fountain. 
Y le arrulla mi voz: ¡Naturaleza                                     And it lulls my voice: Nature! 
Con mi sangre pintó tus encendidas.      With my blood painted your lives. 
Y redondas mejillas; tu cabeza          And round cheeks; your head 
Forjaron mis ideas florecidas;       They forged my flowered ideas; 
Tu espíritu, mi amor: yo llevo impresa         Your spirit, my love: I have printed. 
Tu forma entre mi ser hace    Your form between my being makes a  
mil vidas!                                    thousand lives! 
 

The sonnet not only reflects the motherhood influence in Bolio’s work but an intimacy in 

vocabulary also romanticizes the idea of motherhood. Some female writers did not express 

whether or not they embraced the idea of motherhood, but their poetry about domestic life 

reflects that via nature references and the natural communication between man and woman. 

In Lecuona’s songs, the romantic, sentimental lyrics she chose to set tend to express a 

woman’s desire for a man, showing a female dependency.  

 

Counter-Reaction against the Motherhood and Patriarchal Attitudes 

                                                
 10 Emilia Bernal was born and raised in Nuevitas. She was known for writing articles 
in various local newspapers in Cuba. She entered the Diplomatic Corps in the 1930s. In her 
lifetime, she published over twenty books. See Catherine Davis, A Place in the Sun: Women 
Writers in Twentieth-Century Cuba (New York: Zed Books,1997), 37.  
 11 The sonnet describes the tender love of a mother for her son. The mother sees 
herself as a moon and sees a borrowed light, possibly the father, that the child can establish 
his own character through learning from both parents. See Davis, “National Feminism in 
Cuba: The Elaboration of a Counter-Discourse, 1900-1935,” 116. 
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While Bernal emphasized that the idea of motherhood was something inherited by 

Cuban women, she also published several poems to express her dissatisfaction with gender 

inequality. Catherine Davis uses Bernal’s “A un esclavo” as an example where Bernal 

describes women as slaves whom men failed to treat as human beings, deserving of the same 

rights:12  

¡Esclavo! ¡Esclavo! Cuando duerma todo    Slave! Slave! When I sleep all 
El mar, la tierra, el bosque, el llano,    The sea, the land, the forest, the plain, 
Iré a la puerta de tu cárcel negra         I'll go to the door of your black jail 
 Para llamarte, con ternura, Hermano…!    To call you, with tenderness, Brother! 
 

Davis also listed some poems that reflect the disappointment of women who 

challenged this patriarchal attitude. For instance, the poem “No puedo comprender” by María 

Luisa Milanés (1893- 1919) is described by Davis as the “attack to the shallowness of male 

vanity:” 13 

No puedo comprender . . .             I just don’t get it . .  
Me abisma no entender, bello Narciso,        I’m afraid I don’t understand, 
bello Narciso             Lovely Narcissus,  
la ingenua admiración que te arrebata       the naive admiration that grips 
y te fascina en la onda azul y plata . . .        you bewitched in the blue and silver wave.  
Claro, que para ti es un paraíso    Sure, for you it’s Paradise 
mirar tus ojos bellos            to look into your own beautiful eyes  
y tu boca,             and your mouth, 
tu sonrisa, tu frente y tu figura      your smile, your brow and your figure 
llena de majestad y de dulzura . . .              full of majesty and sweetness . . . 
Pero           But 
¿no piensas que haya algo de bueno?            don’t you think there’s something better? 
que distraiga tus ojos y tu mente,      that might amuse your eyes and mind, 
fije más alto tu mirar sereno            might direct your calm gaze to something higher 

                                                
 12 “A un esclavo” is a poem collected in her book Alma errante published in 1916. 
Davis, “National Feminism in Cuba: The Elaboration of a Counter-Discourse, 1900-1935,” 
121.  
 13 “No puedo comprender” is collected in the biography of María Luisa Milanés 
written by Lizaso and José Antonio Fernández de Castro. María Luisa Milanés did not have a 
happy marriage. She committed suicide when she was only 26, after marrying for seven 
years. Ibid.  
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y entretenga tus horas dulcemente?             and fill the hours with sweetness? 
¡Quisiera comprender mi alma sencilla        My simple soul longs to understand! 
la perfecta hermosura de tu frente,                the perfect beauty of your brow, 
donde jamás el pensamiento brilla                   where no thought ever sparks! 

  

 The response to such patriarchal values and motherhood in Cuban society is not only 

reflected in literature but also in the visual arts and in music. Lecuona’s music serves as an 

example of embracing this feminine role in a patriarchal society. There will be further 

discussion about her music in chapter 6. 

 

Cuban Feminism and Its Effect on Society 

The issue of women’s rights drew more attention during the Wars of Independence 

since the prevalent poverty and the loss of men during the wars pushed women, especially 

lower-class women, to work. A growing number of middle-class women worked as teachers, 

official workers, secretaries, and even as bureaucrats. Jose Marti, a poet and a writer, became 

the father of Cuban Independence. His writings acknowledge women who contributed to the 

war effort. He claimed that women should be “more than beautiful toys subject to masculine 

whim.”14 He promoted equal rights between men and women such that women should have 

the right to vote and enjoy access to higher education and job opportunities. His influence as 

well as the growing economy and technology advanced changed in women’s lives. Domitila 

García of Camagüey (1847-1938) was the first woman editor and publisher in Cuba. She 

produced a newspaper for women, El Correo de las Damas, in which she often published 

articles about women’s rights and about sexuality.15 In 1883, Mercedes Riba y Pinós became 

                                                
 14 Lois M. Smith and Alfred Padula, “Women in Pre-revolutionary Cuba,” in Sex and 
Revolution: Women in Socialist Cuba (New York: Oxford University Press, 1996), 12. 

 15 Smith and Padula, 12. 
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the first female student to enroll in the University of Havana, thus becoming the first woman 

to earn a college degree in Cuba. María Luisa Dolz, one of Cuba’s first feminists, earned her 

doctorate degree of natural science in 1899 at the University of Havana, and she became an 

influential educator in secondary schools. These women were pioneers and set an early 

example for later generations to follow. 

During the three years of U.S. military occupation, just after independence in 1898, 

education became the target for some of most significant improvements in the country. 

Women were granted equal access to education and by 1899, about 42 percent of women 

were able to read and write. In 1903, select Cuban teachers were welcome to spend a summer 

at Harvard University to study pedagogical methods used in North America. During the first 

World War, the municipality of Havana established a music school where most of the 

students were women. A teacher’s training school for women was also founded in 1916 and 

it amassed almost 700 students by the late 1920s.  

As women began to receive more educational opportunities, they started in turn to ask 

for more social status. They started to exert their own voices and to accumulate wealth. 

Divorce was legalized in 1918, and women formed groups, including Club Ferminino, to take 

political and social actions. Some members of these female groups had joined the Communist 

party of Cuba and they played an important role in the changing of Cuban society.16 Gerardo 

Machado, the president of Cuba in 1925, even had to ask for women’s support during his 

election campaign; in return, he signed new regulations for women in the workplace which 

gave females more freedom to work. In 1934, when Ramon Grau San Martin became 

                                                
 16 Charita Guillaume, an active member in Club Feminino, joined the Communist 
party of Cuba in 1927. She helped organize labor unions and she was a member of 
Association of Popular Education of Women. 
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president of Cuba, he granted women the right to vote. Women were elected to congress and 

they fought for more ways to benefit women at work. When President Grau was re-elected in 

1944, he said, “My government is a government of women” to acknowledge the contribution 

of women to the country.17  Benefitting from the burgeoning women’s rights movement and 

a move toward recognition of females, in 1942, Lecuona was also acknowledged and claimed 

as “Eminent Daughter of Matanzas” by the mayor of Matanzas.18 

 

Conclusion 

 Although women received more rights and access to education and jobs, the 

patriarchal attitudes among men, and among women, still existed in Cuba. Most Cuban 

women still believed reproduction to be their primary role. Due to broader economic 

downturns, more women were found in the labor market, however, most worked in fields still 

considered inferior to men’s; in fact, teaching remained the “dream job” for most young 

women in Cuba, including Esther Borja who graduated with a degree in music education. 

The establishment of The Club Fermino in 1917 continued to promote good motherhood 

while striving for more women’s rights. Consequently, Ernestina Lecuona and other Cuban 

women received more opportunities and rights and benefited from the feminist movement. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
 17 In 1940, Colonel Batista was elected president.  
 18 Ramón Fajardo, “Ernestina Lecuona,” Habana Radio, last modified July 14, 2017, 
http://www.habanaradio.cu/articulos/ernestina-lecuona/. 
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CHAPTER 5

A CONSIDERATION OF WOMEN IN MUSIC 

 

The music career of Ernestina Lecuona presents as an example of a female musician 

succeeding in a traditionally male-dominated industry. History has shown some unfavorable 

conditions for women’s participation in music, and female musicians were considered as the 

lives of “prostitutes and courtesans.”1 Before the late nineteenth century, women were 

permitted to learn instruments within the realm of their household activities, but they were 

seldom encouraged to participate in any type of professional performance. However, there 

were exceptions. Some successful female musicians and their talents were acknowledged and 

documented.2 This chapter will discuss how society’s response to women’s professional 

involvement in the music industry shaped the world of musical education, performance, 

conducting, and composition, particularly after the late nineteenth century to present.  

 

Women as Music Educators 

“Although women make up a large percentage of music teachers, the published 
accounts of music education in English-speaking countries neglect the contributions 
of women.” 3 

                                                
 1 Karin Pendle, ed., Women & Music: A History (Bloomington & Indianapolis: 
Indiana University Press, 1991), 20.  
 2 For example, during the late Renaissance era, Concerto delle donne was an 
ensemble group featuring female singers, including the three virtuosi in the Ferrara Court: 
Laura Peperara, Livia d’Arco, and Anna Guarini. They sang and played harp, viol de gamba, 
and lute, respectively. Another example is Élisabeth Jacquet de La Guerre, a French 
composer and harpsichordist in the seventeenth century. Her talent was shown when she was 
performing harpsichord in front of Louis XIV at a young age. Her wide variety of 
compositions were also acknowledged by Titon du Tillet, who assessed her ability to be just 
below Lully.  
 3 Sondra Wieland Howe, “Reconstructing the History of Music Education from a 
Feminist Perspective,” Philosophy of Music Education Review 6, No.2 (1998), 97.  
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Despite their exclusion from public musical expressions, many women manifested 

their love of music. Since the Classical Period, particularly in the higher echelons of society, 

women have functioned as music educators. However, they were not acknowledged. Female 

music educators finally were able to be recognized publicly as professionals by the late 

nineteenth and the early twentieth centuries. Moreover, the hierarchy of different subjects, 

such as instrumental instruction as opposed to composition, had significant impact on the 

lives and careers of female educators. For instance, the well-known music pedagogue Nadia 

Boulanger (1887-1979) remained unrecognized as a composition teacher in the American 

Conservatory in France during the early years of her career. She was only acknowledged for 

teaching piano accompaniment classes despite her students’ claims that they were taught 

composition techniques within her class. As her popularity rose within the Conservatory, and 

in spite of her gender, Aaron Copland chose to study under her direction which enhanced his 

compositions, leading him to become a well-respected and prolific composer.4 Eventually, 

Boulanger was recognized as a composition instructor and she was listed as the “High 

Commission on Instruction” in the catalogue of the American Conservatory, although 

Rosenstiel asserts that this recognition took substantially more time than it would have for 

her a male counterpart.5 

Boulanger’s career serves as one example of how women worked to achieve their 

goals in the professional realm of music education. Even so, Boulanger was never afforded 

                                                
 4 Carole Harris, “Boulanger and Talma, Women who Changed the Twentieth-Century 
American Musical Landscape,” Women in the Arts: Eccentric Essays II, ed. Barbara Harbach 
(Newcastle upon Tyne, UK: Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2015), 79. 
 5 Léonie Rosenstiel, Nadia Boulanger: A Life in Music (New York: W.W. 
Norton,1982), 173. 
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the opportunity to hold a full-time position in any music institutions. While Boulanger was 

active publicly in her lifetime, many women were discouraged from seeking publicity. In the 

United States, for instance, women were active in music classrooms, but they were often 

supervised by men and hence men were given the credit for their work. Many female music 

teachers worked behind the scenes as they only offered private lessons and often worked with 

young children.6 Some were not even paid for their instruction. For example, a well-known 

music educator by the name of Luther Whiting Mason did not pay his daughters despite the 

fact that they often substituted for him within the public-school system in Boston. Not only 

did his daughters assist Mason, but Mason also sought the support of other female 

instructors, all while taking the credit for their work.7 This lack of acknowledgment only 

served to reinforce the patriarchal influences prevalent in the early twentieth century, where 

women were believed to be subordinate to men, giving men the upper hand in attaining a 

successful and fulfilling career. As such, without her brother’s recognition and support, it is 

possible that Ernestina Lecuona might not be known as a music pedagogue.  

 

Women as Performers 

 Although opportunities for women improved somewhat through the introduction of 

opera in the seventeenth century when women began performing on stage, the patriarchal 

social constraints of more modern times still restricted women’s public exposure. According 

to Barbara Straumann, “the woman [in the nineteenth century] who performs in front of 

                                                
 6 Howe, 101.  
 7 Howe, 103. 
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public audiences represents an exceptional and even transgressive figure.”8 Additionally, due 

to the religious and cultural influence, women performers were viewed as “public women.”  

This contrasted to the notion of “public man” as men who owned political rights, “public 

woman” applies equally to performers and prostitutes.9 As such, women in the nineteenth 

century were largely excluded from playing professionally in the public realm and they were 

systematically regarded as less proficient musicians than men.  Most women only performed 

music as entertainment for household guests. However, through sheer determination, a few 

women still managed to publicly display their talents in composition and performance. For 

example, Clara Schumann (1819-96), despite caring for her eight children, not only made a 

name for herself within the world of music but also managed to support her husband and 

children with what she earned composing and performing.10 Towards the end of the 

nineteenth century, more and more women’s music ensembles and women’s music clubs 

were established to perform publicly. As training platforms, the women’s music clubs in the 

twentieth century provided more opportunities for female musicians to perform publicly.11  

Ernestina Lecuona herself established an all-female orchestra, Orquesta Feminina de 

Concierto, in 1937, then subsequently organized public performances for the ensemble and 

helped female musicians to elevate their professional work.12 While there were so few 

                                                
 8 Barbara Straumann, Female Performers in British and American Fiction (Boston: 
Walter de Gruyter GmbH, 2018), 19. 
 
 9 Straumann, 21.  
 10 Karin Pendle, ed., 306. 

 11 Karin Pendle, ed., 307. 
 12 In the United States, numbers of women orchestras were established due to the 
“shortage of labors due to the war [World War II]” during the late 1930s and early 1940s. 
See J. Michele Edwards and Leslie Lassetter, “North America Since 1920,” in Women and 
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female-only orchestras, starting in 1898, Lecuona’s advancement of that cause is reason to 

celebrate. Unfortunately, there were no other documents or any related resource about her 

female orchestra. 

 

Female Members in Orchestras 

The discouragement and limitations in play for female musicians desiring to 

participate in traditionally male orchestras might be a reason for establishing female 

orchestras.13 According to Cynthia Collins, Queen’s Hall Symphony in London was one of 

the earliest orchestras to hire female musicians. Under the baton of Sir Henry Wood, six 

female violinists were included in 1913.14 In the United States, women were excluded from 

union-controlled orchestras until 1904. In fact, New York conductors at the time criticized 

women playing in the orchestra as disturbing and distracting other male members. They also 

commented that women playing instruments would affect their appearance.15 Inequality 

between male and female musicians still exists at the present time. For instance, while most 

                                                
Music: A History, 2nd ed., edited by Karin Pendle (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2001), 359. 
 
 13 The first recorded women orchestra was founded by Mary Wurm in 1898 in Berlin. 
Wurm was a former student of Clara Schumann. Cynthia Collins, “Contribution of Women 
Musicians to Symphony Orchestras,” CMUSE, March 9, 2015, 
https://www.cmuse.org/contribution-of-women-musicians-to-symphony-orchestras/. 
 
 14 Ibid. 
 
 15 Since the late nineteenth century, the music industry began accepting female 
members in originally male-only orchestras. However, women musicians were only 
permitted to perform or act in supporting roles serving male composers. They were only 
welcomed to play the harp or as violin or piano soloists, and they were discouraged from 
playing brass or wind instruments which could distort their facial features. Women were also 
discouraged from playing any “unlady-like” instruments like the cello. See Green, 67.  
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orchestras select both men and women musicians through blind auditions, men normally take 

more senior roles and receive a higher income.16 

 

Female Soloists 

 The music industry since the twentieth century has gradually become more open to 

creating autonomous spaces for female classical musicians, especially soloists. However, 

while these spaces have allowed female musicians to more readily pursue professional 

careers, societal perceptions of women as less skilled than men remain. Marketing strategies 

which exist in the current commercial market often play off misconceptions about women’s 

worth in the field of music. As a female cellist, Ofra Harnoy uses her personal experience to 

explain gender-based marketing strategies, stating that female musicians are often 

encouraged to use their bodies to attract customers to their records or their concerts.17 

Although female musicians can use their femininity to attract attention, consumers might pay 

less attention to the seriousness of their music making.18 

Similar to the classical music industry, popular music is also male dominated. Studies 

by Vaughn Schmutz and Alison Faupel indicate that up through 2003, female musicians 

                                                
 16 A study made by Quartz in 2018 shows the discrepancy of male and female 
members in orchestras. See Oliver Staley and Amanda Shendruk, “Here’s What the Stark 
Fender Disparity Among Top Orchestra Musicians Looks Like,” Quartz At Work, October 
16, 2018, https://qz.com/work/1393078/orchestras/. 
 17 According to Green, Hanoy’s album cover for a recordings of Vivaldi cello 
concertos was criticized. Green discussed that female musicians “cannot be free of the 
appearance that she or her record company were at least implicated in a marketing strategy 
designed to sell records.” See Lucy Green, Music, Gender, Education (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1996), 63.  
 18 Green, 65.  
 



 

50 

received fewer opportunities compared to male musicians. They had limited channels to play 

or to gain success in male-dominated genres like rock music. Specifically, women received 

less radio airplay, lower earnings, and less stable employment.19 Music critics often belittle 

female artists and “imply a certain degree of dependency on others for their success.”20 They 

do not only focus on commenting about  female artists’ works but they also enjoy giving 

opinions towards female artists’ personal lives. As a result, in order to maintain public 

support, some female artists and musicians are discouraged from mainly focusing on their 

professionalism.21 

 However, as there are always two sides of a same coin, some female musicians’ 

talents and their professions were recognized, as in the case of Borja. No doubt her beauty 

attracted the audience’s attention, but her voice was the major reason she became known as 

“Damisela” in her homeland, Cuba, and some surrounding countries.22 The relationship 

between Ernestina Lecuona and Borja, two prolific women in Cuban music history, will be 

displayed in chapter 6.  

 

Female Conductors 

Just as female musicians were discouraged from this male-dominated music industry, 

female conductors were also rejected in many male-only orchestras. However, history tracks 

                                                
 19 Vaughn Schmutz and Alison Faupel, “Gender and Cultural Consecration in Popular 
Music,” in Social Forces 89, no.2 (2010), 687. 
 20 Schmutz and Faupel,704. 

 21 Schmutz and Faupel,704. 
 22 “Damisela” came from a song Borja sang in Ernesto Lecuona’s zarzuela Lola Cruz. 
It was premiered in 1935 and it was the first zarzuela in which Borja participated. 
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women’s involvement with conducting back as early as the Renaissance Period.23 

Unfortunately, women conductors are still not totally acceptable, even in the twentieth-first 

century. Eve Queler (1936- ), the first woman conductor to conduct in the Philadelphia 

Orchestra, Montreal Symphony and, Hartford Symphony, recalled one of her artist managers 

stating that women with good figures would be sex symbols on the stage.24 Two national 

headlines about Queler after her performance were “Bravo for Opera’s Cutest Conductor!” 

and “Shapelier than Leopold Stokowski, Prettier than Leonard Bernstein, and Better Legs 

than William Steinberg.”25 Neither headline mentioned anything about the Queler’s 

capabilities in the profession.  

  While Queler was not taken seriously by critics, Boulanger experienced unwelcoming 

gestures from the orchestral members. When she was invited as the first woman to conduct in 

the Boston Symphony Orchestra in 1938, this traditionally male-only orchestra did not 

respect her direction during rehearsals. However, Boulanger managed to prepare and execute 

a successful performance of Fauré’s Requiem, proving her capabilities. Similarly, Queler’s 

talent was later recognized; in 2010, she was awarded an Opera Honors Award by National 

Endowment for the Arts.  

                                                
 23 For instance, Tarquinia Molza (1542-1617), an Italian singer, composer, and 
conductor, conducted her female-only ensemble at the Italian court of Ferrara. See Christine 
Ammer, Unsung: A History of Women in American Music (Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 
1980), 101. 
 
 24 Shelley M. Jagow, “Women Orchestral Conductors in America: The Struggle for 
Acceptance- An Historical View from the Nineteenth Century to the Present,” in College 
Music Symposium 38 (1998), 132. http://www.jstor.org/stable/40374324. 
 
 25 Kay D. Lawson, “A Woman’s Place Is At The Podium,” Music Educators Journal 
70, no.9 (1984), 48.  
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Women as Composers 

“A legacy of nineteenth-century ideology that saw the composer as genius, it is a 
status that many composers still live with.” 26 
The above quote explains the difficulties for women seeking recognition as 

professional composers. In George Upton’s Woman in Music, he insisted that women could 

not write music. Instead, he claimed that women should only act in supportive roles, serving 

to promote composers. Similar to Upton, Edith Brower had an even stronger view claiming 

that women were unable to produce remarkable music. She said women were given enough 

opportunities to study music, but nonetheless could not achieve this success. Marcia J. Citron 

disagreed with the above assumptions, asserting that women composers faced difficulties due 

to insufficient social contacts for publishing music after 1800 when publications were 

supported by patrons.27 The lack of public support, as a result, led to a disrespectful attitude 

and denial toward women composers. 

The denial of women as composers can be understood through the analysis of three 

categories of criticism regarding women composers presented as case studies in Lucy 

Green’s book Music, Gender, Education.28 The case study was conducted by Jill Halstead in 

1995, and it concerned nine British women composers. Throughout this study, three 

categories of criticism were drawn by music critics and newspaper articles. The first criticism 

was based on the assumption that women’s music was a failure simply because a woman 

composed it. The second category was the idea that woman’s music could only display 

                                                
 26 Marcia J. Citron, “Gender, Professionalism and the Musical Canon,” The Journal 
of Musicology 8, no. 1 (1990), 81.  
 27 Citron, 106. 
 28 Lucy Green, Music, Gender, Education (New York: Cambridge University 
Press,1997), 106. 
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qualities thought to be “feminine,” such as “grace, delicacy, and emotionality.”29 The last 

criticism was based on the assumption that any successful work by women was due to the 

presence of masculine characteristics within the composers themselves and hence, within 

their music. The three categories of criticism were supported by and associated with Susan 

McClary’s argument that the gender delineation of music created presumptions about women 

composers. The “masculine” and “feminine” descriptions used to portray music were not fair 

to either of the sexes, especially to female composers since these descriptions were created 

by men.30 As such, Ernestina Lccuona’s compositions were neither “feminine” nor 

“masculine” but the sentimental style of her music was the major reason for her success. 

 Gender inequality exists in the music industry, as well as in other fields. However, 

not all female composers were the victims of the male-dominated music industry. Clara 

Schumann was a successful pianist and composer as mentioned before. Fanny Hensel (1805-

1847) was another influential composer in the nineteenth century. Even though she remained 

as housewife throughout most of her life, she was not inferior to her husband, Wilhelm 

Hensel (1794-1861), nor to her brother, Felix Mendelssohn (1809-1847). Instead, both her 

husband and her brother encouraged Fanny to compose and publish her compositions. Her 

husband even encouraged her to give public performances.31 It is also debatable if their 

works were under the three categories in Green’s book. In the twentieth century, more female 

composers were recorded, such as Amy Beach, Ethyl Smyth and Dana Suisse. In Cuba, 

                                                
 29 Green, 106.  
 30 Susan McClary, Feminine Endings: Music, Gender, and Sexuality (Minneapolis: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2002), 18-19. 
 
 31 Marian Wilson Kimber, “The ‘Suppression’ of Fanny Mendelssohn: Rethinking 
Feminist Biography,” 19th-Century Music 26, no. 2 (2002), 116-124.  
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Ernestina Lecuona, also serves as an example of female composer in the twentieth century, 

had a supportive brother who opened for her the door to the professional music world.  

 

Conclusion 

History has shown that gender inequality existed in the music industry and that 

female musicians often faced more barriers than their male counterparts. Women as music 

educators might earn less acknowledgement and recognition. Female performers, either in 

the classical or the popular world, could experience unequal treatment regarding their 

performance opportunities and their income. However, not all female musicians were victims 

in this male-dominated music field, as exemplified by the likes of Clara Schumann, Dana 

Suisse, and Ernestina Lecuona. In the following chapter, the discussion of women’s 

participation in music will zoom in on the life of Cuban composer Ernestina Lecuona.    
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CHAPTER 6 

CASE STUDY: ERNESTINA LECUONA AND HER MUSIC 

 

 Although women musicians in the first half of the twentieth century were 

documented, according to Alicia Valdés, they have historically numbered far fewer than their 

male counterparts. Of the total Cuban musicians active in 1899 and 1919, female musicians 

made up only 7.3 percent and 8.2 percent, respectively. Even though by 1943 the number of 

female musicians had climbed to 31.7 percent, the ratio fell again in 1953 to 25.4 percent.1 In 

addition to being underrepresented, women had to contend with the hierarchical structure of 

the professional music world. Valdés places female musicians into categories of composers, 

instrumentalists, and vocalists, as well as teachers.2  Not surprisingly, most female musicians 

in Cuba identified as singers far more than as composers.3 

Ernestina Lecuona Casado (1882-1951) was not well known internationally but her 

music was popular during the 1930s in Cuba. She came from a musical family boasting 

numerous composers and musicians. Her brother, Ernesto Lecuona, was one of the most 

famous musicians in the twentieth century.  Ernestina was the grandmother of Leo Brouwer 

(b. 1939), a composer and conductor considered to be one the most important figures in the 

                                                

 1 Alicia Valdés Cantero, Con Música,Textos y Presencia De Mujer: Diccionario de 
mujeres notables en la música cubana (Havana: Ediciones Unión, 2005), 12-18.  

 2 Ibid. 
 3 Compare to Cuba, there were more female musicians recorded in the United States 
during the first half of the twentieth century. Before 1900s, there were over 50 percentages of 
female musicians in the music industry and most of them were recorded as teachers. See 
Judith Tick, “Women as Professional Musicians in the United States, 1870-1900,” Anuario 
Interamericano de Investigacion Musical, Vol. 9 (1973), 95-133. 
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contemporary guitar world. Ernestina’s niece, Margarita Lecuona (1910-1981), was also a 

famous composer and a singer.  

This chapter will track how Ernestina succeeded in becoming a composer while 

fulfilling simultaneously the social role assigned to women, that is, motherhood. This 

discussion will portray Ernestina Lecuona as an example of successful female musicians in 

the male-dominated industry. Lastly, it will focus on her compositions and discuss how 

Cuban culture at the time is reflected in her composition.  

 

Ernestina Lecuona: A Composer, Pianist, and Educator 

 Ernestina was born in Matanzas, Cuba, in 1882. Her father, Ernesto Lecuona Ramos, 

was born in 1834 in the Canary Islands, Spain, and later immigrated to Matanzas. Initially a 

student of medicine, he later changed his studies to journalism. Before moving to Cuba with 

his sister Carmen, he led the newspaper El Sol de Nivaria. After arriving in Matanzas, he was 

immediately hired by the prestigious newspaper La Aurora de Yumurí, where he also directed 

several publications such as El Buscapíe in 1879 and El Constitucional in 1884. When he 

was fifty-three years old, he met and married Matanzas native Elisa de la Caridad Casado, 

thirty years his junior.4 They had two daughters and five sons. Ernestina and her siblings all 

took music lessons; she excelled at piano and later studied at the Academia del Centro 

                                                
 4 The match of Ernesto Lecuona Ramos and Elisa de la Caridad Casado was unlikely 
due to the fact that Elisa supported independence from Spain. José Gil and Rafael A. 
Lecuona, Ernesto Lecuona: the Genius and his Music (Laredo, TX: R.A. Lecuona 
Enterprises, 2004), 60.  
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Asturiano, the Municipal Conservatory5 and then with Madame Calderón of the Paris 

Conservatoire.6 

 

Response to Motherhood: Interruption of Career and A Caretaker 

 By 1897, Ernestina’s talent in composition was evident, when at fifteen years old, her 

work Habanera Luisa was completed and published widely in Cuba and Spain. However, her 

promising career was interrupted when she married young to Dr. Juan Bautista Brouwer 

Etchecopar (1875-unknown). A veterinarian of the Faculty of Veterinary Medicine of the 

University of Havana, Dr. Juan Brouwer was a Franco-Dutch immigrant who moved to Cuba 

in the late nineteenth century. Although the exact year of their marriage is unknown, the first 

child, Elisa, was born in 1904, when Ernestina was 22 years old. By that time, Ernestina’s 

father had already been dead for two years and as a result, she had given up her burgeoning 

career to take care of her younger siblings and her growing family, which soon consisted of 

four children: Elisa, Julieta, Ángel, and Juan Bautista. Besides taking care of her own family, 

Ernestina gave piano lessons to her brother Ernesto (1895-1963), who was deemed the best 

pianist in Cuba as well as “one of the greatest musicians of the twentieth century.”7 

According to the Fernando Lecuona, a nephew of Ernestina and a musician himself, 

Ernestina was “the caretaker of the house” and she took care of her siblings and their families 

                                                
 5 Municipal Conservatory is today’s Amadeo Roldán School of Music.    
 6Alicia Valdés Cantero, “Ernestina Lecuona Casado,” The Oxford Dictionary of 
Music, 2nd ed. rev., Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed 3 Jan. 2019. 
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.00
01/omo-9781561592630-e-0000045168. 
  
 7 Gil and Lecuona, 59.          
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as well. Fernando mentions Ernestina would take care Fernando and all the other younger 

children in the Lecuona family.8 All of this reflects the inherited value of motherhood existed 

in Ernestina Lecuona. She placed family as her highest priority and when she finally began 

her career as a musician, she was already 46 years of age.  

 

Ernestina and Ernesto Lecuona 

 Ernesto Lecuona, with his sister’s instruction, started giving public performances by 

the age of five. His first composition, Cuba y América, was written in 1908 when he was 12 

years old. The piece is still widely performed today.9 In 1913, he graduated, with distinction, 

from the Conservatorio Nacional de la Habana.10 After graduating, he left Cuba in 1916 to 

travel and give performances overseas. In 1924, he went to Spain and toured with violinist 

Maria de la Torre. In Madrid, between 1925 and 1927, he premiered his musicals, 

Radiomanía, La Revista del Eslava, and Levántate y Anda, and his operetta, Rosalina. Both 

his performance with Torre and the compositions earned success and helped Ernesto 

establish a career as a pianist and composer.  

 A famous Ernesto Lecuona returned to Cuba in 1927. The following year, he 

performed in Paris where he met Maurice Ravel, who was amazed by Ernesto’s performance. 

                                                
 8 Christina Diane Villaverde, “Cinco Canciones Con Versos De Juana De Ibarbourou: 
The Art Song Style Of Ernesto Lecuona” (PhD thesis, Florida State of University, 2011), 75.  
 9 Ned Sublette, Cuba and Its Music (Chicago: Chicago Press Review, 2004), 381 
 10 Aurelio de la Vega, “Lecuona (Casado), Ernesto,” The Oxford Dictionary of 
Music, 2nd ed. rev., Oxford Music Online, Oxford University Press, accessed by 16 Jan. 
2019. 
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.00
01/omo-9781561592630-e-0000016235. 
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The two took a vacation together with Ernesto’s mentor and friend, Joaquín Nin.11 As soon 

as Ernesto returned to Cuba, he gave a remarkable concert performing George Gershwin’s 

Rhapsody in Blue and a Los Angeles Times reviewed stated:  

Lecuona is a prodigious technician of the piano ... Modern music is favored by his 

capacity as performer, interpreting Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue, as no one could 

play it as he does.12  

 

Ernestina’s Influence on Ernesto  

 Ernesto once listed his greatest teachers: “First of all, my sister Ernestina. Then, 

Peyrellade, and finally Nin and Hubert de Blanck.”13 As his earliest piano and music mentor, 

Ernestina prepared him for his first public performance and later supported his studies 

financially. In 1928, when Ernestina resumed her career at age 46, she continuously 

influenced her brother.  According to Villaverde, Ernestina’s song ¿Me odias?, written just 

when Ernestina resumed composing, was indeed an influence on her brother’s style. The 

song is dense and boasts a heavy chordal texture. Villaverde suggests a connection to 

Ernesto’s Five Art Songs of Juana De Ibarbourou (Cinco Canciones Con Versos De Juana 

De Ibarbourou), which feature a similar harmonic progression as well as the same pattern of 

habanera rhythms. This song cycle was written in 1937, nine years after ¿Me odias? was 

composed.14 (See Example 8 and Example 9) 

                                                
 11 Joaquin Nin (1879-1949) was a Cuban pianist and composer.  See Villaverde, 8-9. 
 12 Gil and Lecuona, 111. 

 13 Ibid., 71.    
 14 The five art songs include Canción del amor triste, “Quiero ser hombre,” “Señor 
jardinero,” “La señora luna,” and “Balada de amor.” They were written in 1937.  
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Example 8. Ernestina Lecuona’s ¿Me odias?, mm.5-1415 

 

Example 9. Ernesto Lecuona’s “Quiero ser hombre,” mm. 28-3416 

  

 Although it is not a strong influence, the “Ernestina-influenced” textural writing 

found in this Five Art Songs did not appear in his previous cancións, such as La Comparsa 

(Carnival Procession) which was written in 1929.17  

                                                
15 Ernestina Lecuona, “¿Me odias?,” quoted in Villaverde, 14.  

 16 Ernesto Lecuona, “Quiero ser hombre,” quoted in Villaverde, 30. 

 17 Villaverde,15. 
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 Ernestina’s gifted piano playing also promoted Ernesto’s success. She began touring 

and giving performances with Ernesto. More than once, Ernesto credited his sister’s talent 

and influence. When she passed away in 1951, he acknowledged her as a great musician and 

a poet: 

Not only the artist goes away with Ernestina Lecuona, but fifty years of cuban life and 
musical environment from a still romantic Havana that, in the silence of the sunsets, 
learned its music lesson the same way as the poet’s verses [...] ; a Havana of the flowery 
and vibrant walls that reddened the twilight sky, and that in the nocturnal calm it 
congregated around the family piano to hear the song with blue reflections of cocuyo 
and siboneye cadences. And so, when closing the coffin of Ernestina Lecuona, it was 
like that black lid of the piano that falls on the keyboard when the melody is finished. 
But the music will continue to remind the oldest sister.18 (Translated by Aleia Gonzalez 
Gulino)	

	
 

Ernesto’s Influence on Ernestina 

It is evident that Ernestina impacted Ernesto throughout his life, however, when 

Ernestina resumed her career Ernesto was quick to repay her early assistance. In 1929, less 

than one year after returning to the concert stage, Ernestina performed at the Pan American 

Union concert in Washington where she played “two groups of his (Ernesto) piano solos, 

including encores.”19 

                                                
 18 The original text is: Con Ernestina Lecuona se van no solo la artista, sino cincuenta 
años de vida cubana, de ambiente musical, desde una Habana todavía romántica, que en el 
silencio de los atardeceres aprendía su lección de música igual que en los versos del poeta 
[…]; una Habana de las tapias floridas y flamboyanes que enrojecían el cielo del crepúsculo, 
y que en la calma nocturna se congregaba en torno al piano familiar para oír la canción con 
azules relumbres de cocuyo y cadencias siboneyes. Y así, al cerrarse el ataúd de Ernestina 
Lecuona, fue como esa tapa negra del piano que cae sobre el teclado cuando ha terminado la 
melodía. Pero la música seguirá recordando a la hermana mayor. See Ramón Fajardo, 
“Ernestina Lecuona,” Habana Radio, last modified July 14, 2017, 
http://www.habanaradio.cu/articulos/ernestina-lecuona/. 
 19 Henry Grattan Doyle, “Opinions,” Hispania 12, no. 3 (1929), 315-18. 
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The program of the 1929 Pan American Union Concert featured a work for orchestra 

in addition to works for solo piano by Ernesto; in fact, Ernesto wrote the majority of the 

evening’s music. It is worth noting that not only was Ernestina the only soloist on the 

program, she was also the only female composer featured; she accompanied Mexican singer 

Margarita Cueto in a performance of her own composition Jardin Azul. Ernestina’s 

performance was praised for its “facile style and Latin spirit.”20  

 Ernestina was invited to one subsequent concert of the Pan American Union in 1936, 

and her participation in such a prestigious concert is clearly evidence of her gifts as an artist. 

To be the only soloist and the only woman to have works performed on an event that was 

broadcast nationally and attended by the first lady of the United States places Ernestina in a 

select group of artists. However, it must be observed that as the soloist her “facile style and 

Latin spirit” may be attributed as much to her brother’s composition as to her interpretation. 

It seems unlikely that Ernestina would have performed at the concert if it were not for her 

brother’s influence. Furthermore, it may bear mentioning that Ernestina was gaining access 

to the greater music world only by way of a man and that men were very much the 

gatekeepers of the music world. Without the success of Ernesto, Ernestina Lecuona might not 

have even resumed her career as a composer and pianist. 

 

Ernestina’s Contribution to Cuban Music   

 Ernestina wrote more than forty songs, and some remain popular to this day in Cuba, 

the United States, and other Latin American countries including Argentina. Not only she had 

founded an all-female orchestra, she also collaborated with many singers and assisted female 

                                                
 20 Doyle, 317. 
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musicians to achieve their musical dreams. In 1934, she met with Esther Borja at the time a 

recent university graduate. Borja was encouraged by Ernestina and soon began her life as 

singer. She became popular and remained active in the music industry until retirement in 

1984.21 Borja had a close relationship with both Ernestina and Ernesto Lecuona and indeed 

became one of the best interpreters of their music.22 Figure 3 shows one of her recordings of 

Ernestina’s song.  

 

Figure 2. Album cover of Esther Borja Performs Unforgettable Songs of Ernestina Lecuona 
Source: https://www.discogs.com/Esther-Borja-Esther-Borja-Canta-Canciones-Inolvidables-
De-Ernestina-Lecuona/release/10059988. 
                                                
 21 Borja performed for different radio stations throughout Latin America and was even 
hired to sing for a German-language radio station in Peru, Radio Nacional of Lima. She also 
had a contract with Radio El Mundo in Buenos Aires which led to her being featured in the 
movie Adios Buenos Aires with Ernesto Lecuona. Borja retired from her artistic life in 1984 
but she continued giving lectures and masterclasses. She received many prizes in her life, and 
in 2000, she received an honorable award in Cubadisco, which is one of the most important 
international trade fairs for the Cuban music industry. Two years later, the Cuban Institute of 
Music awarded Borja, at age 89, the National Music Award, which the institute awards 
annually to a single musician. Ernestina’s grandson, Leo Brouwer, received the same award 
in 1998 at age 59. Esther Borja died in 2013, shortly after her one hundredth birthday.   
 
 22  Miguel Barnet, known as an expert of Afro-Cuban culture, complimented Esther 
Borja’s talent as the most complete Cuban artist. See Miguel Barnet, “Una voz irrepetible,” 
Granma Diario, last modified December 6, 2013, 
http://www.granma.cu/granmad/2013/12/06/cultura/artic01.html. 
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 In her short music career, Lecuona’s musical contributions to Cuban music were 

recognized. When Emilio Grenet (1901-1941) published La Musica Popular Cubana (The 

Popular Cuban Music) in 1939, he included two of Ernestina’s compositions in the book. 

This book includes eighty Cuban popular songs collected from the late nineteenth century to 

the 1930s.23 La Musica Popular Cubana discussed the historical factors affecting Cuban 

music as well as the elements and genres in Cuban music.24 The composers and their works 

chosen for the compilation represented their importance and popularity of the time. Ernestina 

and Carmelina Delfín were the only female composers whose songs were included alongside 

popular song composers of the time like Alberto Villalón, Ernesto Lecuona, Jorge 

Anckermann, and Sindo Garey. Her inclusion demonstrates that Ernestina was considered as 

capable as her male counterparts in her contributions to popular music, leading her to be 

known as the “Eminent Daughter of Matanzas”, recognized by the mayor in Matanzas at the 

time.25 

 

The Influence of Cuban Culture on Ernestina’s Music  

 This section will continue to discuss Ernestina’s musical output and its embedded 

Cuban influence. The table below (see Figure 4) show the songs that Ernestina Lecuona 

                                                
 23 Grenet was a music researcher who worked in a radio station of the Ministry of 
Education and brother of the famous Cuban pianist and composer Eliseo Grenet. 
 
 24 Cristóbal Díaz Ayala, Musica Cubana Del Areyto a la Nueva Trova (Miami: 
Ediciones Universal, 1993), 156. 
 25 Ramón Fajardo, “Ernestina Lecuona,” Habana Radio, last modified July 14, 2017, 
http://www.habanaradio.cu/articulos/ernestina-lecuona/. 
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composed during her lifetime. The genres are listed for the original version of songs as most 

of the songs have more than one version. 

 

Table 1.  List of Ernestina Lecuona’s Selected Works 

Genres Titles of songs 

Song Luisa  

Bolero-Criolla El alma de un beso (The soul of a kiss) 
¿Por qué no me quieres? (Why do not you Love Me?) 
¿Me odias? (You hate me?) 
Bésame con ternura (Kiss me with tenderness)   
Me engañaste (You cheated on me)  
Sólo un beso (Just a kiss) 
En tus brazos (In your arms) 

Bolero-Son Ahora que eres mía (Now that you're mine) 
Cierra, cierra los ojos (Close, close your eyes)  
Te has cansado de mi amor (You have tired of my love) 

Bolero ¿Por qué me dejaste? (Why did you leave me?) 
Amarte es el destino (Amarte is destiny) 
No lo dudes (Do not hesitate) 
Mi sueño eres tú (My dream is you) 
Tus besos de pasión (Your kisses of passion)  
Tú serás en mis noches (You will be in my nights)  
Mi vida es soñar (My life is a dream)  
Anhelo besarte (I long to kiss you)  
Te has cansando de mi amor (You're getting tired of my love) 

Guajira Junto al río (Along the river) 
Cuando duermes (When you sleep) 
Ya que te vas (Night after night) 
Mi vida eres tú (You are my life) 
¿Sabes cómo te quiero? (Do you know how I love you ?) 
Amor tardío (Late love) 
Sin título (No title) 
Tal vez tú nunca sepas (Maybe you never know)  
Como yo te quiero (As I love you) 
Punto cubano (Cuban point) 
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Son El diablito (The little devil) 
Vamos al Wajay (We go to Wajay) 
Oye mi son (Hey, my son) 

Valses Jardín azul (Blue garden) 
Soñé con tu amor (I dreamed with your love) 
En tus labios (In your lips)  
Déjame amarte aunque sea un día más (Let me love you even one 
more day) 
No lo supiste comprender (Not what you understood)  
Como el mar (Like the sea) 
Noche de amor (Love night) 

Danzón Pancho y Ramona (Pancho and Ramona) 

Hymn Himno a María Inmaculada y a Santa Teresa de Jesús (Hymn to 
Mary Immaculate and to Saint Teresa of Jesus) 

   Source: Data adapted from  Alicia Valdés Cantero, Con Música,Textos y Presencia De 
Mujer: Diccionario de Mujeres Notables en la Música Cubana (El Vedado, Havana: 
Edicións Unión, 2005), 211.      

 

 

Ernestina Lecuona’s Bolero  

 As the table makes evident, most of Ernestina’s songs are boleros or variations of 

boleros. Cuban bolero, as metioned before, is “one refers to a slow, romantic song, with use 

of “fundamental rhythmic units of Afro-Cuban music.”26 Its lyrics often illustrate the “central 

role of the Latina woman has been mostly as the object of male desire, as unrequited love; 

women abandon men, so they are constructed as physical absence and emotional distance, as 

ungrateful beings who cannot love the men who sing to their desire.”27 Ernestina was good at 

                                                
 26 Adela Pineda Franco, “The Cuban Bolero and Its Transculturation to Mexico: The 
Case of Agustin Lara,” Studies in Latin American Popular Culture 15 (1996),119. 
 
 27 Lise Waxer, Situating Salsa: Global Markets and Local Meanings in Latin Popular 
Music (New York: Routledge, 2002), 137. 
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capturing this emotional essence of boleros and this is why so many of her boleros were 

popular in Cuba. ¿Me odias? possibly is one of her earliest criolla-boleros. It was written in 

1928 soon after the waltz Jardín azul was published. The lyrics of this song were a response 

to a criolla, Te odio (I hate you), written by Felix B. Caignet:28 

Lyrics of ¿Me odias?  

Me odias y te desprecio  You hate me, and I despise you 
y lo siento, no me puedes olvidar and I'm sorry, you can not forget me 
¿Por qué deberías saber?  Why should you know? 
No puedo ir por un tiempo  I cannot go for a long 
Puedes amarme o puedes decirme     You can love me or you can tell me 
 

Lyrics of Te odio: 

Te odio y sin embargo te quiero I hate you, and yet I love you 
Te odio y no puedo olvidarte  I hate you and I cannot forget you 
no puedo vida mia explicarte   I cannot explain my life to you 
Cómo es que si te odio te quiero  How is it that if I hate you I love you 
y te adoro y padezco por ti   and I adore you and I suffer for you 
Mis noches son tristes   My nights are sad 
Me ciegan los celos    jealousy blinds me 
Qui si era matar te    What if it was killing you 
y besarte a la vez el odio es cariño and kissing you at once hatred is love 
No me cabe duda    I do not have doubt 
porque te odio y te quiero a la vez because I hate you and I love you at the same 
     time 
y no vivo sin ti.   and I do not live without you 

 

Due to its popularity, this criolla-bolero was also arranged for other genres such as an 

instrumental rumba version featuring saxophone and trombone playing the melodic line; this 

adaptation was published in Paris by Julio Garon.   

 

                                                
 28 Felix B. Caignet (1892-1976) was a radio broadcaster, writer and music composer. 
Te odio was one of his most popular songs and was sung by various artists in Cuba, including 
the Trío Matamoros and Rita Montaner. It was also played in the United States.  
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Mi Vida Es Soñar (My Life is Dream) 

Ernestina Lecuona wrote Mi Vida Es Soñar in 1937 and dedicated the song to her 

brother. Written both music and lyrics, Ernestina continues to insert the sentimental text, 

about desire and romantic love, in this typical bolero:   

Bebé de este vino rojo    I drank this red wine 
si aun me quieres beber    If you still want to drink me 
si tu alma todavía de mi alma tiene sed If your soul is still in my thirsty soul  
olvida que es este vino   forget what this wine is 
un fermento de dolor    a fermentation of pain 
porque ahora es dulce y claro    because now it is sweet and clear  
y no dana al corazon    and does not harm the heart 
apoya tus tiernos labios en la boca  kisses my wound from your loving lips  
de mi herida                 
Y bebe      and baby 
Bebe soñando     baby sounding 
Que solo es un sueno    it's just a dream 
Un sueño la vida    a dream life 

 

The song begins with a twelve-measure “A” section before the entrance of the bolero. 

This middle bolero section applies the Cuban rhythmic cell, the cinquillo (see Example 4), as 

the repetitive rhythmic pattern accompanying the melody. A closer look at the 

accompaniment reveals a traditional treatment of the genre. Originally the bolero was 

performed by two guitars: one strumming a cinquillo and the other playing a tresillo pattern 

(see Example 6). In this example the left hand plays the cinquillo while the right plays a 

variation of the tresillo. Furthermore, the right hand maintains the tradition of two melodic 

lines in parallel thirds and sixths. (See Example 10) 
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Example 10. Mi Vida Es Soñar mm. 1-16 

 

 

Cierra, Cierra los Ojos (Close, Close Your Eyes) 

 Cierra, Cierra los Ojos is categorized as a bolero-son, a common and popular 

combination in the 1920s. In bolero-son, an orchestration of son as well as a choir are added 

to the traditional structure and rhythm of bolero.29  Cierra, Cierra los Ojos, written in 1939, 

is set in alternate major and minor modes. The introduction is four measures long and it is in 

F major. With a steady quarter beat provided by the bass line, the vocal part establishes the 

                                                
 29 Mark Brill, Music of Latin America And The Caribbean (Upper Saddle River, NJ: 
Prentice Hall/Pearson, 2011), 130. 
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syncopated habanera or tresillo rhythm (see Examples 3 and 7 in Chapter 4) which continues 

throughout the piece. (See Example 11) 

 

Example 11. Ernestina Lecuona’s Cierra, Cierra los Ojos mm.1-730 

 The lyrics, written by Esther Costales de Verura, reflect the sadness and anger of 

reality.  To evoke this sadness, Ernestina set the piece in a slow tempo and applied text 

painting. In the first section, with the texts and translation provided below, the melody is 

calm until “Que no podre gustar” (that I cannot like them). (See Example 11)   

 When “Siento angus tia al mirarte” (I feel angry when I look at you) reappears again 

at m. 13, the melody does not follow the ascending pattern of the previous phrases. The 

added accidental, G-flat on the melody, also emphasizes the word “mirar” (look) with anger: 

(See Example 12) 

 Siento angus tia al mirarte   I feel angry when I look at you 
Porque leo en tus ojos    Because I read in your eyes 
Infinitas promesas    infinite promises 
Que no podre gustar    that I cannot like them 

                                                
 30 Ernestina Lecuona, Cierra, Cierra Los Ojos (San Antonio: Southern Music 
Publishing Co., 1935), 1 
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Siento angus tia al mirarte   I feel angry when I look at you 
Porque veo en tus labios   Because I read in your lips 
Palpitar muchos besos    beat many kisses 
Que no me podras dar    that no one would be able to give me 
 

Example 12. Ernestina Lecuona’s Cierra, Cierra los Ojos mm.11-14   

   

 Borja’s album Canta a Ernestina Lecuona includes Cierra, Cierra los Ojos among 

other popular songs composed by Ernestina Lecuona (See Figure 6).31 Borja’s interpretation 

is slower compared to a piano version played by Brazilian pianist Clelia Iruzun.32  Borja 

clearly emphasizes the text, declaiming more loudly and with more certainty, especially 

when on the repeat of “de amarte con locura.” However, while bolero-son usually involves 

orchestral accompaniment, her version is stripped to simply organ.   

Siento angus tia al mirarte   I feel angry when I look at you 
Cuando miro tus manos   When I look at your hands 
Que quisiera en mis sienes   that I would like in my temple 
Suavemente sentir    gently feel (your hands) 
Y me abruma la pena    And the sorrow overwhelms me 

                                                
 31 Esther Borja, vocalist, “Cierra, Cierra Los Ojos,” by Ernestina Lecuona, Amazon 
streaming audio, https://www.amazon.com/Canta-Ernestina-Lecuona-Esther-
Borja/dp/B015L1Z232. 
 32 Clelia Iruzun, pianist, “Cierra, Cierra Los Ojos,” by Ernestina Lecuona, Lecuona: 
Ernesto and Ernestina (Lontano Records, 2015), Youtube streaming audio, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iHSAsxu7tsw . 
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De amarte con locura    To Love You madly 
De  amarte con locura    To Love You madly 
Sin poder lo decir    Without being able to say it 
 
Cierra, cierra los ojos    Close, close your eyes 
Yo no quiero mirarlos    I don't want to look at them 
Yo no quiero tu boca    I don't want to see your mouth 
Contemplar sonreír     (I imagine) with a thoughtful smile 
Que dichosa la frente    the beautiful forehead 
Que acaricien tus manos   that cares your hands 
En tus brazos que dulce   around your sweet arms 
Y en tus brazos que dulce   and around your sweet arms 
Refugia da vivir    as my shelter 

 

 

Figure 3. Album cover of Canta a Ernestina Lecuona 
Source: https://www.amazon.com/Canta-Ernestina-Lecuona-Esther-Borja/dp/B015L1Z232 
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Figure 4. Album Cover of Lecuona: Ernesto and Ernestina 
Source: https://www.amazon.com/Lecuona-Ernesto-Ernestina-Clelia-
Iruzun/dp/B0009YA3TK 
 

Ahora Que Eres Mia (Now That You Are Mine) 

 Another example of bolero-son is Ahora Que Eres Mía. Figure 7 shows the cover of 

the sheet-music published in 1937. Following the structure of bolero, the first eleven 

measures, including a two-measure introduction, are in D minor. The second section changes 

to D major and a cinquillo rhythm is adopted. (See Example 13)  
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Figure 5. Borja in the cover of the sheet music Ahora Que Eres Mia 
Source: Ernestina Lecuona, “Ahora Que Eres Mia,” Partituras de la antigua Casa Amarilla 
de Valparaíso, http://repositorio.ucv.cl/handle/10.4151/5796, accessed March 14, 2019. 
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Example 13. Ernestina Lecuona’s Ahora Que Eres Mía, mm.1-1633 

 

  

                                                
33 Ernestina Lecuona, “Ahora Que Eres Mia,” Popular Cuban Music: 80 Revised and 

Corrected Composition together with an essay on the Evolution of Music in Cuba, edited by 
Emilio Grenet (San Antonio: Southern Music Publishing Co., 1939), 167.  
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 While the first section reveals the dream of love, the second section shows the 

passion of the love. The lyrics, including words like “besos” (kisses) and “deleite” (delight), 

reflect the strong affection of the narrator: 

Ahora que eres mía   Now that you are mine 
Voy a decirle    I am going to tell you 
Que sólo con tus besos  That only with your kisses 
Sé yo de amor,    I know of love 
Que en tus tibias miradas  That in your warm glaze 
Hallo tan sólo    I only find 
el divino deleite   the divine delight 
de la ilusión    of the illustration 
Ahora que eres mía   Now that you are mine 
Puedo enseñarte   I can teach you 
De par en par abierto   Wide open 
Mi corazón    My heart 
Asómate a sus puertas,  looks at your doors 
Contempla dentro    looks inside 
Verás que es todo tuyo  You will see that is all yours 
Todo su amor    All his love  

  

 In Borja’s recording of Ahora que eres mía, there is an orchestral accompaniment 

throughout.  A male choir introduces the pieces and Borja’s voice enters in the repeat of this 

slow section. Both choir and orchestra are characteristic of this genre.142 Another version of 

this song sung by Fernando Albuerne also appears as a bolero-son.143 This version has a 

second livelier section with added clave and other percussion instruments to further exhibit 

the dance-like quality.   

                                                
 142 Esther Borja, vocalist, “Ahora Que Eres Mia,” by Ernestina Lecuona, Alegria 
Music Latino, 2015, Amazon streaming audio, 
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01MQGCRYX/ref=dm_ws_tlw_trk1. 
 
 143 Fernando Albuerne, vocalist, “Ahora Que Eres Mia,” by Ernestina Lecuona, 
Musart- Balboa, 2007, YouTube streaming audio, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ygPahBsfvcQ. 
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These four examples reflect Lecuona’s efforts to keep the bolero modern, with new 

instrumentation and integration of other musical styles, while maintaining the rhythmic 

characteristic and formal foundations of the genre. Her constant use of cinquillo and tresillo, 

together with her affectionate text, make for definitive contributions to the Cuban bolero 

repertoire.  

 

Ernestina’s guajira and Junto Al Rio 

 Guajira was another genre that adopts in some of Ernestina Lecuona’s songs.  Junto 

Al Rio (By the River) was one of them. A guajira is a peasant dance inherited from Spain. 

Unlike bolero, Junto Al Rio follows the traditional guajira which is in 6/8 time. It is rather 

lively, and the tempo is moderately fast. It begins in a minor key (D minor), modulating to its 

parallel major in the second section. The song has adopted the horizontal hemiola (see 

Example 1), and this syncopated rhythm is shown not only as the accompaniment, but it also 

appears in the vocal part. (See Examples 14 and 15)     
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Example 14. Junto Al Rio, mm.1-14 

 

Example 15. The bridge section leading to the beginning of B section (D major): mm.19-32 

 



 

79 

 

In keeping with the musical trends and style of the 1930s, Lecuona provided lyrics 

representing romantic love in this song. However, more subtle are the inclusions of words 

that evoke images of the countryside, nature, and peasant life. As the word “guajira” 

translates to “peasant,” Lecuona is reinforcing the reference to the particular style of the song 

through the lyrics.  This is an example of Lecuona creating music with a purpose that 

transcends its commercial value and instead relates to the shared cultural history of a people.  

The song is about a lover who is looking for his “guajirita,” a female peasant, his 

“guajirita de mia alma (guajirita of my soul)”: 

yo la espero junto al rio    I wait for her next to the river 
de delicioso verdor     of delicious greenery 
que fue testigo solito     that was witnessed alone 
de nuestros besos deamor     of our love kisses 
si se tarda yo contemplo    if it takes I contemplate 
impaciente el cielo azul     impatient the blue sky 
y alla lejos altas palmas     and far away high palms 
recostada en un bambu    lying on a bamboo 
guajirita de mia alma      guajirita of my soul 
sabrosa flor tropical     tasty tropical flower 
desde santiago al a Habana     from Santiago to Havana  
otra como tu no hay      there’s no one like you 
ni tan linda ni tan tierna     who is pretty and affectionate 
ni de cuerpo tan juncal     whose body is so soft 
ni de tan negros ojazos     and with dark eyes 
ni que cual tú me sepa besar    you know how to kiss   
junto al bambú yo te espero     I am waiting for you by the  
       bamboo 
y me muero sin tu amor bien    and I die without you true love 
  

 

As one of the most popular songs in the 1930s, Junto Al Rio was collected and 

published in Emilio Grenet’s Popular Cuban Music of 1939.  It has been performed and 

recorded by many singers and its popularity endured even after Ernestina’s 1951 death.  For 
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instance, María Zoraida Marrero (1911-2004), another Cuban soprano and actress, put the 

song on her album, Zoraida Marrero: La alondra de Cuba, recorded and published in 1959 

in Miami. (See Figure 2)144 

 

  

Figure 6. The Album Cover of Zoraida Marrero: La alondra de Cuba 
Source: https://www.amazon.com/Alondra-Cuba-Digitally-Remastered/dp/B0030T1O1C 
 

Conclusion 

 The above musical examples serve to represent the characteristics of Lecuona’s songs 

and compositional style. As popular tastes changed, Lecuona was able to maintain the trends 

by merging different genres. Still, Ernestina’s musical vocabulary remained Cuban. By 

retaining Cuban genres and traditional elements of Cuban music, as well as performing 

                                                
 144 Zoraida Marrero, vocalist, “Junto Al Rio,” by Ernestina Lecuona, Rmst ed. 
edition, 2009, Amazon streaming audio, 
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B003DZLYX6/ref=dm_ws_tlw_trk11. 
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abroad, Ernestina not only kept Cuba’s musical history relevant but also expanded its 

audience to overseas.  The above elements with the sentimental musical and textual setting in 

her boleros fully exhibit the influence of diverse Cuban cultures.    
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Conclusion 

 When Cuba claimed its independence from Spain in 1898, it did not come to full 

autonomy until the Cuban Revolution in 1959. Nevertheless, the unstable political climate 

during the first half of the twentieth century provided opportunities for many Cuban people. 

Social services were introduced during the first two decades and people from the lower 

classes could receive free education. Cuban women were allowed to go to school, and they 

were allowed to form organizations to fight for their rights. With abolition in 1886, different 

populations suddenly began sharing the same communities, leading to the fusion of many 

different cultures that had existed in Cuba. This cultural exchange allowed the integration of 

music, combining European music and indigenous folklore together with African traditional 

drumming.  

 Ernestina Lecuona lived under the strong belief of motherhood and patriarchy. She 

did not participate in any feminist movements and instead, she chose to take care of her 

family. She finally began a musical career at 46, when her children were grown. Whether or 

not she was overshadowed by her brother Ernesto is debatable; while her talents were clearly 

enough to sustain her career, it seems likely that the very existence of her career was greatly 

aided by her brother. Ernestina was operating as a subordinate in a male-dominated world. 

 No one knows what would happen if Ernestina Lecuona had begun her career earlier. 

However, even though her career lasted only about twenty years, her talent and her influence 

on Cuban popular music are evident. She was the only woman to have a composition 

performed at the Pan America union concert in 1929. Furthermore, she was the only soloist 

of the concert, female or otherwise. Her songs were frequently broadcast and recorded. Her 

establishment of an all-female orchestra promoted women to the professional world. She, as 
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an “Eminent daughter of Matanzas,” adopted the elements of Afro-Cuban culture in most of 

her songs. As was seen in the examples of her boleros, she carefully observed the rhythmic 

and melodic conventions of the style. Additionally, in the case of her guajira, Lecuona was 

thoughtful in the way she carefully used the lyrics of the song to refer to the pastoral origins 

of the specific genre.  

 Ernestina Lecuona did not begin her music career until after she had fulfilled her role 

as a mother and homemaker, a role she did not resent but one that she was nonetheless 

expected to participate in. However, Ernestina did not show herself as a victim. Her 

nephew’s interview revealed Ernestina as a homemaker, who took care not only of her own 

children but also her siblings and their families. It is very likely that Ernestina Lecuona had 

enjoyed her life as a homemaker. In other words, she enjoyed personal success, satisfied the 

role in patriarchal society, and owned the recognition as a composer in a male-dominated 

music industry. Her successful life clearly overthrew the criticisms of women composers. 

Rather than portraying any feminine or masculine qualities, her music reflected her Cuban 

identity.  

 This work is major contribution to the field of Cuban music studies by making known 

to the world Ernestina Lecuona, a woman who excelled in field dominated by men. Until 

now, Ernestina Lecuona had been little more than a footnote in the history of Cuban music. 

This thesis opens the door to researchers that follow to help further illuminate her life and the 

lives and contributions of other women who have added so much to the rich tapestry of 

Cuban music.   It is certain that there are more Cuban female musicians yet to be discovered. 

This thesis is the beginning of this discovery process.  
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