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An Introduction ¢to
the €lave

By Scott Blanchard

In this edition of the Theory Corner, we’re going to look at an excerpt from world
music expert Jeff Peretz’s book from the Guitar Atlas Series, Guitar Atlas: Cuba,
available through Alfred Publishing. In the excerpt, Jeff will introduce the clave,
discussing its history, its role in Cuban music, and how it is counted. In addition, you’ll
learn a few variations, such as 2/3 clave and 3/2 clave, the guaguancé clave, and more.
Peretz’s step-by-step approach in conjunction with an abundance of clear explanations
and simple diagrams make this book a great addition to any guitarist’s collection. The
book includes a CD so you can easily follow along with all the examples. Read more
below!

Chapter 2: Latin Rhythms=Clave

The clave is not only the name of an instrument, but it is also the name of the rhythm it
plays. The clave is the underlying rhythmic pulse of all Cuban music. It is a simple, yet
deceptive two-measure rhythmic figure of African origin that provides a constant point of
reference for each instrument. If you were to look at the complex rhythms of the various
styles of Cuban music as a house, the clave would be the foundation upon which every
instrument and part stands.

Not only is the clave the rhythmic point of reference for all of the other instruments, but
each of the other instruments plays a highly syncopated part relative to the clave that all
add up to create the quilt of Cuban music.

2/3 €lave

There are several different variations of the clave. The most common is the 2/3 clave. The
name simply refers to the fact that there are two attacks in the first measure and three in the
second measure. In the chart below, the numbers refer to the onbeats, and the “&” symbols
the offbeats.
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3/2 €lave

The clave is also played in the reverse order; this is known as the 3/2 clave. It is essential
for each player to realize which clave is being played for each different style. When the
wrong clave is played, the rhythm becomes cruzado or crossed.
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Guaguancé €lave
Certain rhythmic styles such as the guaguanco (which will be discussed at length in
Chapter 4) have their own clave. It is also sometimes known as the rumba clave.
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Columbia €lave

In many Cuban rhythmic styles there are two separate rhythmic undercurrents happening
simultaneously. One is in 2 and the other is based on groups of 3, 6, or 12. As a result, there
are several claves where the rhythm in groups of three is dominant. The most common is

the columbia clave.
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C€ombining Columbia and Guaguancé €laves

Notice how the columbia and guaguanco claves are approximately the same pattern, even
though they are in different time signatures. These two undercurrents are present in many
Afro-Cuban rhythms.
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When seen in this light, it is easy to see how important a good relationship with the clave
is. Rhythms are simply divisions of time. It’s like evenly folding a piece of paper in half,
quarters, thirds, or whatever number you want. The piece of paper is still the same size.
Likewise, a beat or measure is always the same size. The ways in which to divide it are
many. In Cuban music, there are two pieces of paper, one divided into quarters and one
into thirds (both rhythms happening simultaneously); it’s the clave that shows us how to
line the pieces of paper up.

Conclusion

For more information on the clave, be sure to check out the Licks and Tricks column in
this newsletter, as well as the Amanda Monaco lesson “Introducing the Clave” and the
Tom Dempsey lesson “Introduction to Clave.” You can also order Jeff Peretz’s book,
Guitar Atlas: Cuba at www.ordermusictoday.com.

Not a guitarist? Don’t worry, we’ve got lessons for you too. Keyboardists should check
out David Pearl’s Pianist’s Tool Box lesson “Cuban Son.” Bass players will enjoy the
intermediate rock bass lessons “The Bo Diddley Groove,” taught by Tracy Walton,

and “Introducing the Bo Diddley Groove,” taught by Sharon Ray. Drummers and
percussionists will love Kalani’s hand drum seminar lessons “The Clave and the Agogo”
and “Salsa Patterns: Mambo and Songo for Two Drums.”

Happy Holidays—be creative, and most importantly have fun!



