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Abstract 

This article briefly assesses band traditions in Puerto Rico across the span of multiple historical 
periods. The work also examines the correlation and impact these bands, as well as the musicians who 
participated within them, have had on musical education on the island and abroad. Early 18th and 19th 
century ensembles are presented as antecedents of modern bands through the use of historical 
documentation, letters, and descriptive accounts. Meanwhile, the 20th century band traditions that 
immediately follow as aftermath of the Spanish-American War are also examined, such as the Puerto 
Rico Regiment Band. A connection between island band traditions and those of the U.S., is also 
presented and assessed, such as the Municipal Band of San Juan and the Harlem Hell Fighter’s Band. 
Finally, the creation of the Escuelas Libres de Música (Free Schools of Music system), its educational 
band programs, and the direct impact these institutions have had (and continue to have) on 
contemporary music education in the island, is reflected upon. A direct lineage between these multiple 
band traditions is established, and from it, the importance of band ensembles as music education 
institutions is proposed.  

Bands have played, and continue to play, an instrumental role in music education and the 

formation of professional musicians in Puerto Rico for well over a century, serving either official or 

military purposes, as mere entertainment, or as fully educational institutions. The education and early 

musical experiences of some of Puerto Rico’s most renowned and important composers, conductors, 

performers, educators, and musical families can be directly traced to the band traditions of the early 
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twentieth century, and further back, such as the Spanish military bands of the island, the firefighter’s 

band in Ponce, and the Municipal Band of Humacao. Bands not only served an official purpose, 

performing during state and government events, but they also served a social and educational one. 

Before the creation of the Escuelas Libres de Música (an island-wide government project that sought to 

create public institutions dedicated to the musical education of children), municipal and school bands 

of Puerto Rico were key to the island’s music education. It is worth noting that many of these bands 

also served as a main source of employment for local musicians, many of which were already a product 

of the band traditions of the island and would later go on to directly participate in some of the most 

renowned bands and jazz orchestras of the “Harlem Renaissance.” This essay serves as a general overview 

of band traditions in Puerto Rico throughout the span of various centuries, and specifically to the ways 

in which these have very often served as educational institutions themselves. This essay also aims to 

establish connections between contemporary and past band traditions, in order to gain a better 

understanding and further analyze the historical development of bands as educational  institutions. 

This work will explore the history of the Spanish military bands of the 18th and 19th century 

(particularly their instrumentation and repertoire), and the municipal, military, and civic bands of the 

early 20th century in Puerto Rico (see Figure 1). Furthermore, it will discuss the impact these bands had 

(and continue to have) on the musical scene of the island, as well as the close involvement of figures such 

as Juan Peña Reyes, Jesús Figueroa, Manuel Tizol, and Luis R. Miranda (see Figure 2). 



 3 

 

Figure 1: Aguadilla Municipal Band (1912), photo Archivo General de Puerto Rico 

 

Military bands of the 18th century 

In Puerto Rico, the earliest examples of bands can be found in the late 18th century among the 

Spanish regiments and battalions of the island. A document available through the online repository of 

the General Archive of Simancas, written on August 22th, 1788 by Luis Sabussiere, describes the items 

and uniforms used by the Infantry of the Disciplinary Militia of Puerto Rico, as well as the cavalry 

regiments of the island.1 The document describes in intricate details the elements of the uniforms of said 

 
1 Luis Sabussiere, manuscript describing the decor and dress for the infantry and cavalry of the disciplinary 

militias of the island of San Juan Puerto Rico, 22 of August 1788, Unidad Documental Compuesta, Archivo General de 
Simiancas, Spain. http://pares.mcu.es/ParesBusquedas20/catalogo/description/1309074  
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regiments, but it also reveals a list of instruments that were to be used; 19 drums, 19 drum carriers, 6 

whistles (assumed to be fifes), 6 whistle carriers, and 4 clarinets. Aside from the reorganization of troops, 

these early bands also played during state events and religious activities.2 Another document, a book of 

fife and drum marches written in 1761 by Manuel Espinoza de los Monteros, available through the 

digital catalogue of the National Library of Spain, reveals the repertoire used by the Spanish infantry 

regiments of the time. Some of the works in the book include: La Generala, La Asamblea, La Marcha 

de los Granaderos (current anthem of Spain), El Alto, La Retreta, La Llamada, La Marcha de los 

Fusileros, La Misa, among others.3 The titles of some of these works suggest a direct tie to specific actions 

and activities that were performed regularly by soldiers; La Misa translates to “The Mass,”  La Llamada 

translates to “The Call,” and La Asamblea translates to “The Assembly.” It is difficult to measure the 

impact these early bands had on the citizens of Puerto Rico and its many musical practices during the 

time. However, it can be affirmed that said bands were very much present in the extensively fortified 

city of San Juan.  

 
2 Noel Allende Goitía, Las Músicas de los Puertos Ricos: una breve introducción a su estudio (San Juan: Ediciones Clara 

Luz, 2018), 244. 
3 Manuel Espinoza de los Monteros, Libro de la Ordenanza de los Toques de Pifano y Tambores Que se Tocan 

Nuevamente en la Infanteria Española, 1761, Biblioteca Nacional de España, Madrid, Spain. 
http://bdh.bne.es/bnesearch/detalle/bdh0000113427  
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Figure 2: Banda del Regimiento 373 de Puerto Rico (1918), Luis R Miranda (director). Photo Puerto Rico Ilustrado 1918  
 

Bands of the 19th century 

During the 19th century, the regimental bands of the island seem to have extended their 

instrumentation. Contemporary bands predominantly employ brass and woodwind instruments, and 

the bands of this specific period begin to match that description. No longer would regimental music 

instrumentation consist primarily of the fife and drum, but instead it slowly began to transition towards 

instrumentation that was somewhat similar to modern day bands. Note Fernando Callejo’s detailed and 

valuable description regarding the instrumentation of regimental bands of said period, as well as his own 

comment on how the ophicleide and serpent preceded the euphonium and bass: 

Bands then, were organized with the ancient instrumentation in which the ophicleide and 
serpent occupied the role of the modern euphonium and bass; the horns and cornets where “of 
hand,” meaning that their scales were produced from the major or minor introduction of the 
hand into the bell of the instrument, which made them very difficult to play; trombones where 
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of slides and not of valves, and in total the instruments did not surpass the amount of 20 to 22, 
including the percussion.4 

 
While the euphonium and bass seem to be absent at the moment of Callejo’s writing, he does 

specify the ophicleide and serpent’s role as predecessors. Horns, cornets, and slide trombones are also 

included in this ensemble, largely distanced from what would be traditional of the previous 18th century 

regimental bands, yet closer in instrumentation to contemporary bands. Of peculiar interest would be 

Callejo’s description of “horns and cornets of hand,” meaning that this would be during a period in 

which valved versions of these instruments had probably not gone into mass production yet or had not 

been adopted by the Spanish military. Regardless, these are the same instruments. The presence of the 

ophicleide and serpent, as well as the presence of non-valved versions of the horn and the cornet, serve 

as indicators of this being a somewhat transitional period. 

A number of military bands seem to have been very well established around the island. 

Correspondence accessible through the National Digital Archive of Puerto Rico and held in the General 

Military Archive of Madrid, written in 1893 and 1894 between the Spanish authorities of the city of 

Mayagüez and the General Captaincy of Puerto Rico, discuss the disbanding and reorganization of a 

music band belonging to the 6th Voluntaries’ Battalion. One of the letters reads: 

In view of the decaying state in which the music of the 6th Voluntaries’ Battalion can be found, 
have dispose your officer in accordance with the other officers of the battalion, to suspend by 
the end of the present month, the salary of those that comprise it, until it can be reorganized 
again, under different bases and in better conditions.5  

 
 

4 Fernando Callejo, Música y Músicos Puertorriqueños (San Juan, P.R: Tip Cantero Fernandez & Co, 1915), 27. 
Citation translated from Spanish to English by Juan L. O’Halloran. 

5 Correspondence between the Military Commander of Mayagüez and the General Captain of Puerto Rico, 2 
June 1894, 5200.13, Capitanía General de Puerto Rico, Archivo General Militar de Madrid, Madrid, Spain. 
https://archivonacional.com/?t=10hnoUzAu&s=banda%20mayaguez (Translated from Spanish to English by Juan L. 
O’Halloran) 
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It seems that the state of the music ensemble of this specific battalion was of such large concern to the 

military authorities in Mayagüez that they sent a formal request to dissolve it, dismiss the officer in 

charge of the ensemble, and halt the salary of the musicians until it could be reorganized. Nevertheless, 

there was enough interest to reorganize the band once conditions improved. The correspondence in 

itself is of interest because of its usefulness as a window into Spanish military procedures regarding 

music. 

Another particular case regarding military bands can be found in the municipality of Yauco. Until 

the very end of the 19th century, Yauco had its very own Voluntaries’ Battalion band. This band, 

conducted by Pío Torres, was mainly composed of clarinets, cornets, flutes, euphoniums, trombones, 

and drums.6 

Not all bands during the 1800s were of military affiliation, as is the case of the firefighter’s band 

of Ponce, founded and conducted by composer Juan Morel Campos in 1883. This specific ensemble 

would later be conducted by individuals such as Domingo Cruz (Cocolía), and Don Julio Alvarado 

(great-grandfather of acclaimed jazz trumpet player, professor at the Puerto Rico Conservatory of 

Music, Julio “Julito” Enrique Alvarado) (see figure 3). The band would eventually be transferred to the 

municipality of Ponce, where it currently serves as municipal band. Another nonmilitary band, this one 

from the very end of the 19th century, is the Municipal Band of Humacao, of which composer and  

 
6 Pedro Malavet, De las Bandas al Trio Borinquen: 1900-1920 (Ponce, P.R: Ediciones Lorena, 2002), 89. 
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Figure 3:  Ponce Municipal Band, Julio Alvarado (director, in white), photo Archivo General de Puerto Rico 
 

orchestra conductor Angel “Lito” Peña lists Pedro Guerrero as first conductor by 1898. This particular 

band would be conducted by figures such as Juan Peña Reyes (grandfather to composer Angel “Cuco” 

Peña), Adrian Benjamin, Francisco Duclerc (related to trumpet player Jean Duclerc), Angel Cruz, Angel 

Solier, José Ríos, and German Peña Plaza (son of Juan Peña Reyes, brother to Angel “Lito” Peña, uncle 

to Angel “Cuco” Peña).7 

It is important to note that the legacy of Spanish military bands of the 19th century ended abruptly 

in 1898, after the outcome of the Spanish-American war in which jurisdiction over Puerto Rico was 

 
7 Angel “Lito” Peña, Juan Peña Reyes: su música y su tiempo (Puerto Rico: Ramallos Bros. Printing Inc., 1994), 92. 
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transferred to the U.S. government. Regardless, these bands played until the very end. One of these 

bands even played for the citizens of San Juan, in the midst of the U.S led bombing of the city.8 

Bands in the 20th century 

The early 20th century welcomed a growth in municipal, institutional, and academic bands (those 

intended to play an exclusively educational role), around the island. In 1899, the newly installed U.S 

government of the island  ordered the creation of the Puerto Rico Regiment, and with it, the creation 

of a band. This band would be conducted firstly by Justo De la Paz, preceded by Federico Verar in the 

year 1900, and by famed composer Luis R. Miranda in 1901.  The Puerto Rico Regiment Band  

performed  during regular military procedures, and also in civic affairs such as during weekly town 

square concerts known as retretas.9 A number of recordings would be made with the Victor Talking 

Machine Company in 1917, with titles such as: Alma Dichosa, Recuerdos de Borinquen, Idealidad, La 

Candorosa, Alma Pura, Gloria Española, Adiós a mi Patria, Recuerdos Sensible, and Viva tu gracia, 

reveal a lively and colorful repertoire comprised mainly of Puerto Rican danzas and pasodobles, all 

composed by the conductor himself, Luis R. Miranda. Callejo also leaves us a description of this band’s 

instrumental distribution:  

Said band is comprised of 28 musicians with the following instrumental distribution: 1 piccolo 
flute, 1 requinto(?), 5 clarinets, 1 bassoon, 2 saxophones, 5 cornets, 2 baritones, 3 onovenes, 3 
trombones, 2 bastuvas, 1 helicon, 1 bass drum, a cymbal, and a snare drum.10 
 

Callejo also comments of Miranda’s talents as a conductor: 

 
8 Malavet, De las Bandas al Trio Borinquen, 35. 
9 Ibid, 80-81. 
10  Callejo, Música y Músicos Puertorriqueños, 64. (Translated from Spanish to English by Juan L. O’Halloran) 
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The expertise of the conductor, the delicate attention that he lends to the study of the works 
that the band will perform, the selection of programs, and the artistic conscious that the 
ensemble reveals, have made the public cheer them wherever they show act of presence.11  
 

The same year Miranda was appointed conductor of the Puerto Rico Regiment Band, Federico 

Verar organized and conducted the Band of the Insular Police. Although short-lived, this band played 

as a social and professional circle for future important figures in the musical tradition of Puerto Rico, 

such as Juan Peña Reyes and Jesus Figueroa. This band would be dissolved by 1909.12 That same year, 

Juan Peña Reyes is assigned the position of conductor of the Municipal Band of Humacao, Jesús 

Figueroa is assigned as conductor of the Municipal Band of Rio Piedras, a school band is created in 

Yauco, and a young Rafael Hernandez is part of a municipal band in Aguadilla. In 1912, Manuel Tizol 

would go on to organize the Firefighter’s Band of San Juan, which would later go on to become the 

Municipal Band of San Juan.13 

The Municipal Band of San Juan and the Harlem Hell Fighters Band 

The Municipal Band of San Juan would go on to play a key role in what would be known as the 

Harlem Renaissance, a period of substantial artistic and musical production led by African-Americans 

throughout the 1920s until the mid 1930s, and in which Puerto Ricans residing in the U.S. 

participated.14 Many of the musicians that played along Tizol left the island to play with some of the 

most renowned jazz bands and orchestras in the U.S. In a letter originally sent to Roberto H.Todd (then 

mayor of San Juan), of which a transcription is found in Noel Allende’s Las Músicas de los Puerto Ricos, 

 
11 Callejo, Música y Músicos Puertorriqueños, 64. (Translated from Spanish to English by Juan L. O’Halloran) 
12 Peña, Juan Peña Reyes: su música y su tiempo, 95. 
13 Malavet, De las Bandas al Trio Borinquen, 82. 
14 Basilio Serrano, "Puerto Rican Music in the Harlem Renaissance”, Centro Journal 19, no.2 (2007): 97. 



 11 

Robert Hayward discusses the creation of the 16th Infantry Regiment of New York, and how they 

found themselves in desperate need of woodwind players. Hayward goes on to ask if it’s possible to put 

his Lieutenant, James Reese Europe, in contact with the Municipal band and his conductor.  To which 

Todd replies in another letter:  

It happened that I was on the deck to meet a friend who came on the same boat with Lieutenant 
Europe and Lieutenant Moreno, and the letter told me of his meeting you and the mission of 
Lieu. Europe. I immediately offered Mr. Europe all the assistance I could give him, and I put 
him in touch with the leader of the Municipal Band and also gave him a letter to whom it may 
concern and which, I understand, he used in his trip to the different parts of the island… 
 

In this same letter Todd later adds: 
 
My understanding is that a few days after, Mr. Europe was able to take to New York 12 to 15 
musicians, some of them belonging to our band.15 
 

Very much like Mr. Todd describes, a great number of musicians joined Lt.Europe; sixteen of the 

thirty two musicians that comprised Europe’s band (also known as the Hell Fighters) were Puerto Rican, 

of which the whole clarinet section was previously employed by the Municipal Band of San Juan.16 

Rafael Hernández, who was also previously employed by Tizol as a trombone player, and then followed 

James R. Europe to New York, would later create the Trio Borinquen along with multiple orchestras, 

and would go on to become one of Puerto Rico’s most influential popular music composers, with works 

such as: El Cumbanchero, Preciosa, Campanitas de Cristal, Capullito de Alhelí, among many others. 

Important to note that the Hell Fighter’s Band is credited with introducing jazz to France. Hernandez 

was an active member during this period.17 

 
15 Allende, Las Músicas de los Puerto Ricos, 285. 
16 Ibid., 246. 
17 Serrano, “Puerto Rican Music,” 94-119. 
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Escuelas Libres de Música 

On April 20th of 1946, the signing of Law 365, which had been promoted by Ernesto Ramos 

Antonini, gave way to the creation of the Escuelas Libres de Música (Free Schools of Music system).  

The first three schools were established in San Juan, Ponce and Mayagüez, and enabled the creation of 

band programs for its students.18 A great number of current professionals have benefited from these free 

of cost programs. The impact they have had, and continue to have, on the musical education of the 

island has been substantial. In an interview with Roselín Pabón, emeritus conductor of the Puerto Rico 

Symphony Orchestra, he reveals how his own early education and musical experience was the product 

of the Free School of Music of Mayagüez, and participation in its band program.19 In another interview, 

Rafael Enrique Irizarry, associate conductor of the Puerto Rico Symphony, also reveals how he is also a 

product of the Escuela Libre de Música de San Juan, and its bands.20 It is important to note that 

Professor Irizarry also conducts the Band of the Conservatory of Music of Puerto Rico. More schools 

were eventually added to the system of Escuelas Libres de Música, such as the ones located in Humacao 

and Caguas. Currently, these institutions continue to offer free of cost band programs for its students, 

despite budget cuts and threats of closure from the Department of Education.  

 

 

 
18 Victor Rivera Hernández and Rafael Cox Alomar, Ernesto Ramos Antonini: Una Biografía Necesaria (San Juan, 

P.R: Centro de Estudios Avanzados de Puerto Rico y el Caribe, 2004), 70. 
19 Pedro Franco Fraticelli, Christian Garcia Roque and Juan O’Halloran Acevedo, “32: Roselín Pabón, Primer 

Boricua en Dirigir la Orquesta Sinfónica de Puerto Rico”, June 2021, in Conversaciones Simbióticas, Podcast, 1:34:24, 
https://open.spotify.com/episode/6lgIuy16gkq3368agsIGFh?si=TH7M0YcyQpGyTBco-L8mDg  

20 Julio Quiñones, Elimar Chardón, Christian Garcia Roque, Pedro Franco Fraticelli, “3: Entrevista con el 
maestro Rafael Enrique Irizarry”, February 2020, 1:40:45, in Conversaciones Simbióticas, Podcast, 1:34:24, 
https://open.spotify.com/episode/6lgIuy16gkq3368agsIGFh?si=TH7M0YcyQpGyTBco-L8mDg  
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Conclusion  

The background, trajectory, and impact of bands in Puerto Rico, in social, cultural, professional 

and educational aspects, is vast and extensive and deserves to be further studied. Musical families that 

made an impact  on the musical scene of Puerto Rico, such as the Peña family, the Figueroa family, the 

Alvarado family, the Tizol family, and others, can be traced back to the early band traditions. Although 

many ensembles may have been disbanded through the years, others continue an uninterrupted 

trajectory and tradition, such as the Municipal Band of Ponce, the Municipal Band of Humacao, the 

College Band of Mayagüez, the College Band of Rio Piedras, the State Band of Puerto Rico, the Band 

of the Conservatory of Music, the School Band of Yauco, the School Band of Guayanilla, all the bands 

created under the Free Schools of Music system, among many others. Bands have been and continue to 

be the quintessential institutions for musical education on the island.  
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