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Salsa is more than just a good time, wiggling your butt and working up a sweat. It is all 
that but it is also much more. To many displaced young Latinos all over the world salsa 
is a validation—it is home, a flag, and grandma. —Willie Colón  1

Though the genre is famous as a pan-Latin American phenomenon, salsa music first 
erupted in East Harlem, New York—known to locals as “El Barrio”—in the late 1960s. 
Honed and marketed by Fania Records with musicians of predominantly Puerto Rican, 
Dominican, or Cuban origin, the sound sprung from a combination of mambo, Latin 
jazz, son, and other Afro-Cuban musical styles, sometimes fused with elements of soul, 
funk and rock.


Amid tensions brought on by the Cold War, radio stations in the U.S. received bomb 
threats for merely playing a Cuban record. Thus “salsa” was coined to provide a safe 
umbrella term for marketing, strategically obscuring the Cuban roots beneath its 
rhythms. Many Latin musicians resisted the label of ‘salsa’ at first, with Tito Puente 
famously quipping, “The only salsa I know is sold in a bottle called ketchup. I play 
Cuban music.” Yet within a few years, Fania had solidified their dominance by 
producing superstars Hector Lavoe and Willie Colón, and began acquiring smaller Latin 
record labels. They launched “Vaya” in 1974, a subsidiary branch featuring legacy stars 
such as Celia Cruz and Tito Puente himself, for whom the label produced a fresh string 
of hits.


Under the Fania empire, salsa united Latin communities through an unmistakably 
American business model, and the genre became instrumental for Latino immigrants 
defining their local community and culture. The timbales rang loud through the dance 
clubs, which offered an empowered cultural space where the Latino population felt 
simultaneously in touch with their roots and comfortably at home in New York. A 
testament to racial integration and the social power of music, the songs spoke to the 
difficulties of poverty and the dangerous street life of the Big Apple, themes which 
resonated across the Caribbean as well. While the lyrical content generally reflected 
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the light-hearted, romantic and partying nature of the music, it often branched out into 
more profound subject matter and socio-political commentary through artists like 
Rubén Blades.


As a dance-centric genre in which physical contact is implicit, the exuberant energy of 
the music is often transcendental, providing the soundtrack to everything from teenage 
courtship to wild nights out. Its participatory and contagious nature led to salsa 
eclipsing countless Indigenous and regional musical styles across Latin America, 
becoming a homogenizing powerhouse that dominated Latin music and dance well 
into the 1980s and ‘90s. 


Half a century since Fania’s first release, salsa persists as an international contender in 
the form of concerts, salsa nights, and dance academies spread across the globe. 
While its rhythm and melodies have galvanized genuine interest in Latin American 
culture, the fascination it engenders has often conjured a highly idealized, exoticized, 
and aestheticized portrait of Latin American life. This mass-popularization leads to a 
complex double effect: for Latinos it implants an internalized Western gaze, whereas 
non-Latinos are provided with a mirror of desire, salsa serving as a receptacle for 
foreign fantasies, saucy emotions, and passional surges otherwise culturally 
suppressed.


With her project Salsa, Calero unpacks this paradigm at La Mambita Tanzschule, a 
German-run salsa school in Berlin. Continuing her research exploring the multi-
functionality and complexities of Latin social space and aesthetics, the dance halls of 
the school were redecorated to integrate her own “tropical” aestheticization. The 
existing surroundings blended with a new series of paintings, hand-painted curtains, 
custom furniture and “salsa sculptures” composed of painted bricks bungeed together 
atop frilly, rumba-skirted plinths.


As the reception morphed into a late-night salsa party, an introductory dance lesson 
was given by La Mambita's proprietor Bettina Cabrera Pedroso, teaching guests the 
basic steps. Flowing or stumbling along, the smiling crowd danced back and forth 
against its giant mirrored image, further confounding the balance between viewer and 
viewed through rum-clouded lenses of enjoyment.




The installation and its activation at the dance school were then transposed to 
Gillmeier Rech, converting the gallery into a hyper-tropical mirror of La Mambita. Here 
the rhythmical fantasy stood suspended, holding memories of the party while 
cultivating paradoxical collisions of pan-Latino culture.


