
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
  

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

IN MEMORIAM: 

RAFAEL ITHIER (1926-2025) 

The Hostos family has suffered another loss: Legendary musician Rafael 
Ithier, the father of Hostos Professor Thelma Ithier-Sterling of the Visual and 
Performing Arts Unit, passed away on Saturday, December 6. Born in San 
Juan, Puerto Rico, he served in Korea with the U. S. Army, later moving to 
New York City to pursue his life-long love of music. 

Ithier’s role as the founder of the pioneering salsa band El Gran Combo de 
Puerto Rico and his work as a composer, arranger, conductor and record 
producer led the Mayor of Ponce, Puerto Rico to refer to Ithier as “a giant, a 
man whose life was dedicated to elevating our identity through the art and 
rhythm that distinguishes us to the world.” Ithier led his hugely successful 
band for more than 60 years and its musical alumni are so numerous that it 
was nicknamed “the university of Salsa.” He was 99 years old. 

Our hearts go out to Professor Ithier-Sterling, and I know we are all holding 
her in our thoughts at this most difficult of times. 

In sorrow, 

Daisy Cocco De Filippis, Ph.D. 
President 
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