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General Editors' Preface

Popular musicology embraces the field of musicological study that engages with popular forms of music, especially music associated with commerce, entertainment and leisure activities. The Ashgate Popular and Folk Music Series aims to present the best research in this field. Authors are concerned with criticism and analysis of the music itself, as well as locating musical practices, values and meanings in cultural context. The focus of the series is on popular music of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, with a remit to encompass the entirety of the world’s popular music.

Critical and analytical tools employed in the study of popular music are being continually developed and refined in the twenty-first century. Perspectives on the transcultural and intercultural uses of popular music have enriched understanding of social context, reception and subject position. Popular genres as distinct as reggae, township, bhangra, and flamenco are features of a shrinking, transnational world. The series recognizes and addresses the emergence of mixed genres and new global fusions, and utilizes a wide range of theoretical models drawn from anthropology, sociology, psychoanalysis, media studies, semiotics, postcolonial studies, feminism, gender studies and queer studies.

Stan Hawkins, Professor of Popular Musicology, University of Oslo & Derek B. Scott, Professor of Critical Musicology, University of Leeds




Acknowledgements

The material collected in this volume was taken from the following sources:

‘La Nueva Canción Latinoamericana’, Bulletin of Latin American Research 3/2 (1984): 107–115.

‘Alive and Performing in Latin America’, Popular Music 7/1 (1988): 105–110.

‘Analysing Performance: Narrative and Ideology in Concerts by ¡Karaxú! (Chile)’, Popular Music 8/1 (1989): 1–30.

‘Inti-Illimani: Living a Life through Making Music’, in Jan Fairley and David Horn (eds), I Sing the Difference: Identity and Commitment in Latin American Song’ (Liverpool: IPM, 2002), pp. 61–79.

‘The “Local” and “Global” in Popular Music’, in Simon Frith, Will Straw and John Street (eds), The Cambridge Encyclopaedia of Pop and Rock (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001), pp. 272–289.

‘Ports of Call: An Ethnographic Analysis of Music Programmes on the Migration of People, Musicians, Genres and Instruments, BBC World Service, 1994–1995’, in Jason Toynbee and Byron Dueck (eds), Migrating Music (London and New York: Routledge, 2011), pp. 165–179.

‘Cuban Son’, Songlines 1 (1999); ‘Charango’, Songlines 9 (2000/1); ‘Flamenco’, Songlines 36 (2006); ‘Cumbia’, Songlines 48 (2008).

‘There is a Place where Music Really Does Change Lives … El Sistema’, Songlines 84 (2012): 42–47.

“‘Ay Díos, Ampárame” (O God, Protect Me): Music in Cuba during the 1990s, the “Special Period”’, in Kevin Dawe (ed.), Island Musics (Oxford: Berg, 2004), pp. 77–99.

‘Dancing Back to Front: Regeton Sexuality, Gender and Transnationalism in Cuba’, Popular Music 25/3 (2006): 471–488.

‘Control Shift’, Index on Censorship 39/3 (2010): 163–173.

‘Mercedes Sosa’, fRoots 63 (1988), ‘Pedro Luis Ferrer’, fRoots 275 (2006); ‘Los de Abajo’, fRoots 278/279 (2006); ‘Eliades Ochoa’, fRoots 285 (2007), ‘Stars of the New Flamenco’, fRoots 288 (2007).

We are very grateful to the publishers who gave us permission to use these pieces: Cambridge University Press; Bloomsbury Press; Wiley; Routledge; Institute of Popular Music, University of Liverpool; Index on Censorship; Simon Broughton at Songlines; and Ian Anderson at fRoots.

For their support of this project we would also like to thank the University of Edinburgh, Derek Scott and Heidi Bishop at Ashgate, Rachel Fairley, Tom Platt and Fran Platt.





Introduction Jan Fairley, World Music and Popular Music Studies

Simon Frith


This book brings together Jan Fairley’s work from 1984 to 2012 and contains examples of many different kinds of writing: formal academic analyses, historical overviews, conceptual reflections, autobiography, journalism, interviews and even a record review. Articles have been edited to take account of repetition, stylistic awkwardness, misprints and redundant references, but they have not been updated. To read Jan’s work as it was originally written is to get a vivid sense of how the concept of ‘world music’ emerged and was given shape in the academy and the music press, different institutions that Jan did much to bring into conversation.

Jan’s own contribution to the study of world music was driven by political commitment and a fascination with musicians’ everyday lives, and this is apparent in the way in which this book is structured. Part I focuses on Chile, where Jan was living at the time of the Pinochet coup in 1973, and on Chilean musicians, with whom she worked in their subsequent years of exile. Part II brings together various reflections on the marketing of ‘world music’ and, in particular, on the effects of new kinds of academic and commercial interest in local music on both local music-makers and global audiences. Part III focuses on Cuba where Jan spent much time during the latter part of her life. Her interest here is not simply to understand the recent history of Cuban music and dance by reference to the profound political, economic and cultural changes of the 1990s and 2000s, but also to show how music can be used to illuminate social change. Finally, Part IV brings together five profiles from the magazine, fRoots – profiles that celebrate music-makers Jan particularly admired – and explores the ways in which musicians’ working lives are affected by local and global political developments in both the global music market and the local music economy.

On rereading and re-editing these articles in the months after Jan’s death in 2012, what most struck me was how well they captured Jan’s personality – her enthusiasm and concern for detail – and how clearly they show her contribution to popular music studies. If I had to summarize this in a sentence (and a neologism) I would say that Jan de-exoticized unfamiliar music for her readers. She did this by always treating music as a craft and music-makers as craftsmen and women and, in doing so, she reminded us that popular music-makers in Western Europe and North America have to be understood in this way, too.

I first met Jan Fairley at one of the early meetings of IASPM, the International Association for the Study of Popular Music. IASPM played a significant role in the development of the academic study of popular music, and Jan was, from the start, a key figure in IASPM, constantly concerned with what it meant to be an ‘international’ association for popular music studies. Jan was important for IASPM, and IASPM was important for Jan. She was, for most of her career, freelance; IASPM was, academically, her institutional base. She was a visiting fellow in various universities and had a long relationship with the Institute of Popular Music Studies at Liverpool University, but more of her income came from print and broadcast journalism than from the academy, and she was never in a position to apply for major research grants or to enjoy the equivalent of a sabbatical. Her research practice was rooted by necessity in the practice of journalism – interviewing musicians, attending concerts, reviewing records and describing fads and scenes. Like all the best journalists, she had the accumulated knowledge of someone continuously engaged with musical worlds. She did not dip into them for intense research visits before moving on to new places, new grants, new research questions, as is the way with most academics.

In retrospect, it is clear that Jan’s career – its mix of serious, well-researched journalism and engaged, questioning scholarship – was only possible because it unfolded in the context of ‘world music’, a label for a set of musical practices and relations that was developed out of the shared interests of commercial and academic entrepreneurs. World music journalism was more academic than most other forms of music journalism; world music scholars were more journalistic than most other music scholars (and Jan was not alone in moving easily between the two worlds – Lucy Durán is another British example of the same kind of career, if with a properly established academic post at SOAS).

Jan’s approach to research had two strands. On one hand, as was obvious in her activities at IASPM conferences and on the editorial board of the academic journal, Popular Music, she was determined that popular music studies should not mean Anglo-American popular music studies. Her own research was focused on the music of Spanish-speaking countries, but her general argument was that rock (which tended to dominate the agenda of early IASPM events) was just one way of making music, and rock scholarship was just one way of studying music; other ‘non-Western’ ways of music-making and other (non-cultural studies) ways of studying music (in particular, ethnography) were equally important and should equally be part of the academic conversation. On the other hand, although her PhD, a study of the Chilean band ¡Karaxu!, was written in the department of Scottish Studies at the University of Edinburgh, Jan’s scholarly work was always aligned to popular music studies rather than to ethnomusicology – a spurious distinction conceptually but a significant one institutionally in terms of colleagues, conferences, shared questions and approaches.

From the very beginning of her career Jan was interested in the conjunction of Western and non-Western musical practices and in the ways in which material circumstances affect aesthetic decisions.1 As I have already suggested, Jan’s academic scholarship reflected her journalistic activity. It was rooted in conversations with musicians; it meant understanding the world in which they had to make a living. Jan thus contributed significantly to our understanding of the promotional networks that shape world music. But she was equally interested in musicological questions, in how sounds and gestures can be investigated as complex, idiosyncratic articulations of socio-historical cultural forces.

1 Western/non-Westernare rather misleading terms in popular and world music studies as they refer not so much to geographical as to political economic distinctions. ‘Western music’ is for the most part Anglophone music produced in the context of a commercial entertainment industry that looks to establish a global hegemony. Non-Western music is for the most part non-Anglophone music made within a great variety of local ideologies of entertainment.
In establishing world music as a core strand of popular music studies, Jan also established three methodological premises. First, she assumed that all music is made under particular material circumstances, according to particular economic and political forces. It is not enough for scholars to analyse finished texts formally (whether live performances or recordings). Popular music researchers need both a detailed knowledge of local conditions for music-making (and all music is local in the sense that it is made and heard somewhere) and an understanding of how these conditions are understood ideologically, and are interpreted and symbolized by both performers and audiences. The important point here is that ‘local’ conditions include local (and not so local) mediations of global forces.

Second, it follows that to study popular music, even in situ, is to study global networks and mediations of sound, music and cultural power, whether formally institutionalized (by radio, the record industry, cinema and television) or through looser ideological networks such as political movements, cultural diaspora and what one might call ideological currents, such as bohemianism, youth culture and feminism.2

2 Importantexamples of Jan’s work from this perspective that are not included in this book are her article with Alexandrine Boudreault-Fournier, ‘Recording the Revolution: 50 Years of Music Studios in Revolutionary Cuba’, in Simon Frith and Simon Zagorsky-Thomas (eds), The Art of Record Production (Farnham: Ashgate, 2012), in which recording technology is understood both globally and locally, in terms of what can done with machines and how ‘sound’ is ideologically understood, and her book on women and music in Cuba, Coming Out of Tula’s Bedroom. (Jan was working on this when she died. The manuscript is presently being prepared for publication by Sara Cohen, Helmi Järviluoma and Line Grenier.)
Third, given the complexity of the conditions under which music is made, Jan argued that notions of ‘purity’ and ‘authenticity’ are problematic and involve the assumption either that music speaks for itself (purity treated as a formal quality) or that there is some ideal authentic way of doing things against which all music of a particular sort or from a particular social or geographical group can be measured. Such judgements seem to be more easily made by academic analysts than by practising musicians; they are, therefore, suspect. Jan suggested that scholars should be interested, rather, in motivations and constraints. ‘Authenticity’ was, for her, a matter of politics: musical forms have to be understood politically, as an effect of current conditions and possibilities rather than being defined in terms of truth to a tradition. Hence the importance of detailed work on musicians’ careers: to understand their own accounts of why they made certain musical choices and decisions. Hence, too, the importance of detailed descriptions of live music performances, of what’s happening on stage and what’s happening in the audience, of musical gestures and dance-floor moves. Expressive practice is symbolic practice; it involves ways of communicating values and feeling that both articulate and transcend ideological and material constraints.

I hope this collection of Jan Fairley’s papers and articles provides a clear and effective account of why and how work on world music is an important part of the popular music curriculum. Contemporary popular music cannot be understood without reference to its global context and to the problems and possibilities of cross-cultural influences, fantasies and flows. Jan’s work was important theoretically in developing our understanding of circuits and networks in the way contemporary musicians and music industries work and it was important methodologically in showing how attention to the details of musical form, cultural tradition and performing convention is the best way of making sense of the broad processes of globalization. Partly because of her journalistic skills, partly because of her commitment to popular music studies, Fairley approaches the kinds of issue that have long concerned ethnomusicologists with a distinctively accessible flair and friendliness which suggests that all popular music should be studied this way.

Jan’s central concern as both a scholar and journalist was the relationship of music and politics. This has always been a significant issue for popular music studies – one way in which rock differentiated itself from pop, for example, was by a claiming a political purpose – but the focus on Anglophone music has led to a somewhat restricted account of politics (focused on youth subcultures and ‘resistance’, for example, or on identity or on music industry exploitation and such policy matters as copyright). Jan’s work concerns these issues too, but she treats politics more materially and more historically and, again, it is striking how the political issues initially raised in world music studies (concerning, for example, kinship, demographics, migration, economic development and state oppression) are now familiar aspects of popular music studies more generally.

In the end, though, Jan’s political commitment was a personal rather than an academic matter, a reflection of her own career, her own networks and circuits, as well as an expression of her personality, her optimism and vitality, not to mention her sense of justice and solidarity. This was what, above all, she brought to popular music studies: a persistent belief that to be a popular music scholar is to be engaged with music and musicians as honestly, curiously and wholeheartedly as it is possible to be.





Introduction Jan Fairley and the Circuits of Journalism

Stan Rijven
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What happens when two octopuses meet? Well, they continue their conversation while walking arm, in arm, in arm, in arm …1

1 Max Tailleur, ‘Oh, dokter …!’ (His Master’s Voice EP, c. 1965).


Remembering Jan Fairley is like admiring an octopus embracing the globe. While one arm holds the UK and two hug Latin America and Southern Europe, others stretch down to academia, journalism, broadcasting, record-spinning and, last but not least, family life.

I met Jan for the first time in 1983 at the second IASPM conference in Italy, where we both felt uncomfortable with its focus on Anglo-American popular music. In Reggio Emilia’s eighteenth-century opera house she frequently interrupted the discussions with references to the importance of Latin American nueva canción; I sometimes interrupted by stressing the neglected role of African popular music. Both of us being scholars, music critics, broadcasters and party DJs, we also had other worlds to win amongst newspaper readers, radio listeners and dance-floor aficionados. After that, our arm-in arm-conversation never stopped. It continued when preparing for an IASPM conference, editing an issue of Popular Music, visiting WOMAD or just playing records in Edinburgh and Amsterdam.

Although a book like this only can offer a glimpse of Jan’s many activities, this selection of her articles catches the essence. In her writings she managed to mix high and low theory, college wisdom and concert experience by combining academic discourse with a journalistic approach. At the same time a third consciousness was always present in the form of Jan’s strong political engagement, not at least because of her awareness of being a female author in a male-dominated habitat. Alongside these constant keynotes it was world music in all kinds of (Latin) variations that played the lingering melody in her entire oeuvre. She found a stage in daily newspapers like The Scotsman, monthly music magazines like fRoots and quarterly academic publications like Popular Music. While the eager journalist in her would spot an issue, her inner academic would take over by adding analyses and context; the underlying political view is expressed in topic choice and personal involvement.

Jan’s engagement was firmly rooted in the cultural climate of the late 1960s and early 1970s. As a child of the Woodstock generation she aimed for more than just a quiet academic career. Her music research in Chile and forced departure because of the Pinochet coup of 1973 stamped Jan’s life and work forever. From the 1990s onwards she found a kind of second Chile in Cuba where music and politics still are hand-in-glove. The music scene of post-Franco Spain, and Andalusian flamenco in particular, offered her another challenge. Again, it was the journalist in Jan that honed in on new musical developments entwined with political circumstances; again, it was her academic background through which she contextualized – with brilliance and verve – the transition of rural to urban cultures, the exchange between ‘the local and the global’.


Cultural difference is no longer a stable, exotic otherness; self–other relations are matters of power and rhetoric rather than of essence. A whole structure of expectations about authenticity in culture and art is thrown in doubt.2

2 James Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth-century Ethnography, Literature and Art (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1988).


In retrospect, Jan Fairley has been a formative voice in ‘world music’, as it was coined in the mid-1980s by a bunch of UK indie record companies. Their collective world music campaign anticipated Arjun Appadurai’s paradigmatic article ‘Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy’, published in 1990. In fact, world music could be the ideal soundtrack to accompany his five scapes of globalization.3

3 Arjun Appadurai, ‘Disjuncture and Difference in the Global Cultural Economy’, in Mike Featherstone (ed.), Global Culture: Nationalism, Globalization and Modernity (London: Sage, 1990).
When arguing for a global perspective at the 1983 IASPM conference in Italy, Jan was already aware of the shift in perceptions of popular music. As a journalist, she became familiar with Peter Gabriel’s WOMAD festivals, with the Sound d’Afrique compilations on Island Records and the growing world music output of lots of indie labels. From a music business point of view, globalization was in the air not only in the UK, but also on the European continent where festivals like Dunya (Rotterdam), African Roots (Amsterdam), Sfinks (Antwerp) and Musiques Métisses (Angoulême) competed with the regular open-air rock events.

Meanwhile the music magazine Folk Roots changed its name to fRoots to emphasize its transformation from a pure Anglo-folk orientation to a broader, global view, featuring Bulgarian choirs, West African kora players and qawwali singers from Pakistan. Specialized world music magazines began to appear in several other countries. In the long term the London-based Songlines proved to be the most successful. The editors of Songlines were also responsible for the eclectic Rough Guides to World Music, published since 1994, which immediately made current pop encyclopaedias extinct or at least undermined the fixation on Anglo-American pop that had reigned until then.

Parallel to these developments on stage and in print, the radio landscape changed. A new wave of world DJs made their mark on air. For instance, the late Charlie Gillett, pioneering author and broadcaster on rock, shifted his interests in the early 1980s to world music, telling me in a 1987 interview:


There is a resemblance between the rise of pub rock and world music, although pub rock was a revival movement of music from ten or twenty years ago. World music has got no past. It doesn’t fit in any category like soul, reggae, gospel or jazz … Nowadays every Western pop record from the 40s, 50s or 60s is re-released. Therefore it is logical that music from elsewhere which was never available in Europe, finally is on the market here.4

4 Stan Rijven, ‘De wereld een dansvloer?’, in Alfred Bos, Tom Engelshoven and Stan Rijven (eds), Popjaar 88–89 (Utrecht: Luitingh, 1988).


DJs like Lucy Durán and Andy Kershaw have now became household names in the UK, while elsewhere in Europe a network of world broadcasters have established their own monthly World Charts. In the early 1990s WOMEX (the World Music Expo) made its debut; the fair now annually attracts 3,000 journalists, musicians and impresarios. By the end of the twentieth century, world music had almost become mainstream. Crossovers between Western pop stars and as yet unknown artists and styles from ‘the other world’ came into fashion. Peter Gabriel adopted the Senegalese singer, Youssou N’Dour, Paul Simon discovered South Africa, David Byrne put Brazilian pop on the map, and Sting sang a duet with Algerian rai star, Cheb Mami. Ry Cooder was the most successful in his musical expeditions around the globe. After collaborations with Mexican accordion player, Flaco Jiménez (1976), and guitar player, Ali Farka Toure from Mali (1994), his BuenaVista Social Club project (1997) became a Grammy winner and a boost for Cuban music ever since.


The point I’m making here is that global and local aren’t simply contrasting descriptive terms. They suggest, rather, different perspectives of the same process … [A]rguments are about motives as well as effects. Many musical cases do not fit into either of these perspectives. (Jan Fairley, p. 62, this volume)



It is against the background of this new, late twentieth-century musical art world that we have to understand Jan’s work, the circumstances under which she developed as musical mediator between margin and mainstream. Although ‘world music’ turned from a marketing label into an almost taboo word – somewhat like the running gag ‘don’t mention the Germans’ in Fawlty Towers – it still is a useful concept.5 Jan was not standing alone nor was she the first to dig deeper into the music of non-Western cultures, but she became an authority because of her eclectic approach. She fused her knowledge of ethnomusicology and anthropology with political wit, a sharp pen and pure passion. Her contributions to music journalism became influential both on air (BBC World Service, Radio Scotland) and in print (fRoots, Songlines, Popular Music, Rough Guide, to mention just a few). Out of the many examples in this book three cases well illustrate Jan’s unique voice.

5 Fairley explains fully how the concept evolved in ‘The “Local” and “Global” in Popular Music’ (Chapter 5 of this volume).

Regeton

Reviewing a certain style or individual artist not only means describing music as such, which is the case in most music writing. For Jan, it also meant analysing the context of dance, lyrics and gender and diving into the surrounding subculture as an embedded journalist:


What is relevant here is that, in contrast to regeton dance where the woman seems to lead, in rueda it is always a man who gives the calls for the change, and it is always female partners who are exchanged. Calls, which include ‘dame, dame una, dame dos, dame otra’ (‘give me, give me one, give me two, give me another’), imply ‘I don’t want this partner, give me another’. Recent moves include the yogurt, a quick hit between a couple’s pelvic areas (in Cuban street language yogurt means la crema, ejaculated sperm). When I learnt rueda in Cuba in 2001, while I found it fun and compelling (and hard work, demanding all your concentration), I also found that the calls and the moves jarred with my Western persona. Discussing this with Cuban and British female dancers at the time, I found that they almost always agreed even while mocking my sensitivity. (Fairley, p. 144, this volume)




Ports of Call

Having made hundreds of world music progammes myself for Dutch local and national radio, I was impressed by Jan’s considered deconstruction of the process of radio-making. What does it in fact mean to prepare and to present a radio show? In this case, her own Ports of Call was, in her words, ‘made for the then BBC World Service Serious Music department, the subject matter was migrating musicians, music, genre and instruments; the programme’s aim was “to create a sound-picture of living musical traditions”’. In analysing this programme, Fairley focuses on four interrelated issues:


First, the logistical process of creating a series; second, the cultural capital and cosmopolitanism involved in the role of cultural intermediary; third, the relationship between script, music and the radio voice; fourth, participative listening and the feedback from the so-called ‘invisible’ or ‘imagined’ audience. My main argument is that radio, and specifically these BBC World Service programmes, not only mediated, but also constructed the ‘other’. (Jan Fairley, p. 78, this volume)



While radio-making specifically means creating imagined communities, in the case of globally broadcast series the programme-maker has to cater for communities extending ‘beyond the boundaries of the nation to encompass both the local and the global’. Jan was aware not only of the difficulties raised by addressing such a huge and differentiated ‘invisible audience’, but also of the equally invisible issues of gender and class:


My voice, which fitted the BBC World Service Serious Music department remit at the time, was white, middle-class and female. This raises issues to do with race and ideology: here was a ‘white’ British voice introducing and filtering ‘other’ musics through its sensibility, normalizing selected information within a flow of different musics. (Jan Fairley, p. 84, this volume)




The Cuban Country Wolf

The quality of Jan’s written work is also defined by her experience in broadcast journalism. The way in which she sketches a scene to introduce an artist is like seducing the radio listener:


Saturday lunchtime at the Casa de la Trova in Santiago de Cuba and the place is buzzing. Local hero Eliades Ochoa is in town playing a surprise gig. His sister Maria has turned up to sing and the place is crowded with locals. Sitting on the small stage surrounded by his musicians, Eliades is singing his trademark song ‘Estoy Como Nunca!’. Its message, ‘I’m Better Than Ever!’, celebrates being on the crest of a wave. And indeed he is: as leader of Cuarteto Patria for nigh on 27 years and as one of the key guitarists of the Buena Vista Social Club. (Jan Fairley, p. 176, this volume)



To conclude, a personal memory, typifying how Jan loved the world and how she made sense and friends from world music. On an autumn afternoon in the early1990s Jan paid me a visit and asked me to join some friends, Chilean musicians living in diaspora since 1973. While biking round the Amsterdam canal district she unpacked her recording equipment and started to interview me on the musical history of this cosmopolitan city, holding the microphone while trying to remain seated on the luggage carrier. ‘After all,’ she said, ‘that is so interesting for the British listeners.’ I showed her the place where Locatelli lived, the venue Mozart once performed and the hotel where Chet Baker blew his last notes. All of a sudden I had to stop at a Latin American cultural centre. Once inside, our roles reversed. It was Jan who introduced me to a new musical scene in Amsterdam. There was an ensemble of Chilean musicians rehearsing, led by Patricio Wang and the Dutch singer Winanda van Vliet. They have been close friends ever since, just like when I met Jan for the first time in Reggio Emilia.

The quintessence of Jan’s life and work is expressed unknowingly by Enrique Morente, in a quote from ‘Stars of the New Flamenco’ below:


It’s about bringing worlds together which for me is an essential metaphor for all work. It’s all about the mestizaje, about mixing cultures, about communication with respect … (Jan Fairley, p. 189, this volume)





Part I Nueva Canción: Writings on Chile





Chapter 1 La Nueva Canción Latinoamericana (1984)
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While its title is general, this essay is focused on Chile, and to understand what is meant by nueva canción in Chile we must look at the movement from its beginnings. In July 1969 the Primer Festival de la Nueva Canción Chilena was held at the Catholic University in Santiago, organized by the office of Vice-Rector of Communications with Ricardo García, a key figure on the Chilean folk music scene both then and today. This was the first of three festivals held before the 1973 military coup. It brought together groups of musicians and soloists who represented a broad spectrum of the folk music that could be heard in Chile at the time, albeit mostly in Santiago. The victory of Víctor Jara’s Plegaria a un Labrador in the song competition helped legitimize the work of a new generation of musicians who were not only reacting against traditional ‘tourist’ folk, which sentimentalized and idealized rural life, but were also committed to social and political change through their music. It was probably consciously ironic, then, that the festival was dedicated to the Huasos Quincheros for their ‘thirty years’ labour in Chilean folklore’. Their inclusion gave broad credibility to the proceedings, and the smooth organization of the whole affair ensured media attention, giving prestige to competition winners and, by implication, to the nueva canción movement at the moment of its baptism.

The growing political tensions in Chile at this time influenced the labelling of nueva canción as a breakaway form, rather than as a natural evolution of the urban folk music tradition. There was some middle ground in the neo-folklore movement of the mid-1960s, but musical content, form and style were developing in the context of an increasingly sharply defined class struggle. Nueva canción thus came to be defined as the voice of the worker, peasant and student as opposed to that of the patriarch, landowner and oligarchy. Issues of commercialism and cultural imperialism were debated within this developed ideological position. Nueva canción as a term came to be associated not only with the music produced by the musicians involved, but also with their activities in a political movement that had no formal structures, no manifestos, no group statements and no regular meetings – a political movement remarkable for its heterogeneity in terms of both musical form and performance. Where, then, did this movement come from?

Accounts by the musicians themselves link the movement to a long politicocultural tradition. A specific impulse came from the Primer Congreso Nacional de Poetas y Cantores Populares de Chile, which met between 15 and 18 April 1952. This was a time when the repercussions of the Cold War were being felt: members of left-wing parties who had campaigned for the election of González Videla as president were being persecuted and the Communist Party had been declared illegal. Popular poets and singers gathered at the congress to discuss the role of the popular poet and popular poetry and to sing about the people’s struggles and achievements. It was agreed that their task was to participate culturally in people’s daily lives, to work closely with worker and community organizations in the struggle for democracy and progress.

This congress inspired many folk song and dance groups, such as Cuncumén, Millaray and Lonquimay (all names taken from the Araucanian Indians of Chile) led by such important folklorists as Margot Loyola, Héctor Pavez, Gabriela Pizarro and Richard Rojas (Víctor Jara was later to become a member and then artistic director of Cuncumén). Loyola and others had first-hand knowledge of regional folklore and taught what they knew to the other members of these groups (mostly students and schoolteachers) who were performing now in urban settings. For the most part, such folklore was little known outside the geographical and social areas within which it had traditionally been practised.

The other figure working in the late 1950s, Violeta Parra, was perhaps the most important folklorist of all. Her approach was different. She collected from both male and female cantores (rural musicians), learning and combining their repertoires, performing with her informants, and piecing together forgotten parts of songs. Violeta Parra went on to compose her own extraordinary songs and music and to write an autobiography, Décimas.1 There is no space here to do even brief justice to her work, but her importance cannot be overstressed: not only was she an indefatigable pioneer, but her life and her tenacity were inspiration and nourishment for the next generation of folk musicians, who took her as a model and her music as their basic repertoire. She was the bridge between the rural and urban, between the popular poets and the new generation of young musicians growing up in the 1950s and 1960s.

1 Violeta Parra, Décimas (Madrid: Editorial Pomaire, 1970).
During the 1950s, radios, record-players and the music of the rest of the world (especially the USA) became more available and accessible across South America due to the international nature of the commercial recording business. In Argentina, Perón’s government attempted to ensure that a minimum of 50 per cent of the music played on radio and in dance halls should be of Argentine origin and although this decree was supposedly never enforced, it did stimulate local musical production. At the same time, one response to industrialization and urbanization was a growing interest in regional as well as national music. By 1960 Argentina was experiencing what was called a ‘boom folklórica’ and, at its pinnacle, was an innovator, Atahualpa Yupanqui (pseudonym of Héctor Bohento Chávez)), as influential in Argentina as Violeta Parra was to become in Chile. In the summer of 1961 the first Festival Nacional de Folklore de Cosquín was held. Later festivals were to see the triumph of Mercedes Sosa, Jorge Cafrune and others. Argentine folk music was reportedly not only to be heard in peñas (traditional meeting places for those actively interested in making music and poetry) but was also diffused over a wide area to a broad public.

Argentine groups such as Chalchaleros, Fronterizos and Huanca’hua toured Chile and their music was heard on Chilean radio. It was influential in terms of genre, vocal arrangements (arrangements themselves probably influenced by styles emanating from North America), instrumentation and performance style. The Chileans had a huaso image to match the Argentinian gaucho, and the resulting style and music came to be known as neo-folklore or the nueva ola folklórica.

There were two basic performing models at this time: the soloist model provided by Yupanqui and Parra and the group model provided by the Argentines and by Chilean groups like Los Cuatro Huasos. While generalization can be misleading, the following stylistic features can be highlighted: a simplified, intense approach to the execution of text, music and performance and a pared-down guitar accompaniment without any flourishes other than those that seemed consistent with those found in the rural culture that was both the foundation and inspiration for this music. Such sonic economy, intensity, seriousness and sense of integrity were applied equally to the lyrical texts. The maximum was said and implied in the minimum of words, in a language that was often direct and spare but could also be conversational and poetic.

The music produced in the early 1960s was based on the rediscovery of traditional folk songs and dances, for the most part Hispanic-based music. It was not reproduced statically in its new urban environment where it had different functions and levels of meaning. It was no longer played by the rural population in their small communities but now stood for them, for the realities of their way of life and their culture. The interest in revival was coupled with a desire to revitalize and recreate, so that the material could become relevant to its new audience. New content was thus needed for the old forms, and this meant, in turn, new musical and performance styles. New kinds of instrumentation and instrumental technique were developed, as well as new arrangements of solo and group voices; performances were marked by the use of spontaneous verbal responses, by shouts and cries that reflected both group interaction and the musicians’ sense of their audience. Their ideological commitment to communication with ‘the people’ through music, the goal of entertaining in an active rather than passive way defined an aesthetic that informed every aspect of performance – style of dress, stage presence and so forth.

In Chile, musicians were performing in a variety of venues (they were particularly active at election times) but it was not until Angel and Isabel Parra returned from a trip to Europe, where they had travelled to perform at a youth festival and stayed on, living in Paris for a time and working in nightclubs, that the first official autonomous space for the uninhibited performance of their music before a supportive and critical audience was established. They opened the Peña de los Parra in central Santiago in June 1965. Here, they performed with Patricio Manns, Rolando Alarcón and, later, Víctor Jara. The Peña continued to function until the coup.

At that time, performers of Chilean ‘folklore’ in nightclubs (groups like the Huasos Quincheros or Los de Ramón) wore the ornate, stylized clothes of the landowner and performed standardized cuecas and tonadas, or else appeared in evening dress. In the Peña, musicians performed in their everyday clothes and drew on an expanding repertoire of folk songs and dances from all over Latin America as well as their own material. Their shows had a dynamism, vigour, pace and joy that reflected the atmosphere of the time.

It was in the Peña that one of the first young groups to play the instruments of the Andean area was formed. Los de la Peña (later called Curacas) introduced the sounds that were to become closely associated with nuevo canción: the pan-pipes, quena (bamboo flute) and bombo (drum); hybrid Latin American string instruments such as the Andean charango (usually an armadillo shell as a resonating case and five pairs of strings), the Venezuelan cuatro (small four-stringed guitar); and the various percussion instruments necessary to interpret the varied rhythms and melodies of the rapidly expanding repertoire.

In 1967, in the peripatetic peñas held at the time of the struggle for university reform, especially in the UTE (Universidad Técnica del Estado), the group Inti-Illimani formed. Whereas Quilapayún, which had formed a little earlier, had continued the Chilean folk-group tradition of taking an Araucanian Indian name (meaning three bearded men), Inti-Illimani chose an indigenous name from the pre-Hispanic past of the Aymara and Quechua races who had been dominated by the Incas and whose territory had stretched down to southern Chile. This choice of name reflected student interest in the political philosophy of Che Guevara and the articulation of a continental, rather than simply a national, political struggle. Inti-Illimani wanted to re-establish old cultural bonds and set out to interpret the music of the whole Andean area, taking as their uniform the simple poncho of the peasant, which accentuated the group as a unit rather than its individual members.

These groups harnessed their youth, vitality and commitment in their music, expanding their repertoire to include songs of struggle from the whole world and, as the election campaign for Salvador Allende and the Unidad Popular grew apace, the venue of the peña was superseded by the large concert, the open-air meeting and the demonstration. By the time of the first nueva canción festival in Cuba in 1967 the link between song and the political struggle had become even more integrated. During the years of the Unidad Popular the number of musicians involved in politics grew, with many working for the Department of Communications of the Technical University. This was also a time of interesting musical experiments. While there is no space to go into them all here, I would single out Luis Advis’s Cantata Popular Santa María de Iquique; Sergio Ortega’s and Quilapayún’s controversial canciones contingents; and Víctor Jara’s work with the pop group the Blops (‘invading the cultural invasion’ – although members of the nueva canción then and today are very ambivalent about the use of electrified instruments); and the work of Tito Fernandez.

Diffusion was not just by live performance. In the early 1960s an independent recording company was started by Camilo Fernández who released the Parras, Manns and many others on the Arena-Demon label, and some artists had limited recording contracts with EMI Odeon. But the main boost to recording activity came with the setting up of an independent recording company DICAP (Discoteca del Cantar Popular) and later ONAE (Organizacion Nacional del Espectaculo) as a linked distributing and organizing group. DICAP had its modest beginnings in 1968, when Quilapayún recorded Por Viet-Nam to take to a European youth festival, pressing enough to cover gifts abroad from sales at home, and raising loans to cover costs from the labour movement. The record sold out immediately, as did a repressing, and so DICAP came into being to meet the needs of an eager public. The organization proceeded with caution: self-sufficiency was its aim. In 1968 DICAP produced two titles and 4,000 records. By 1973 it had issued 64 titles and 24,000 records, with plans to complete its pressing quota of 30,000 by the end of the year – an ambition interrupted by the coup. This was felt to be a great achievement by all those involved. DICAP gave artists a greater percentage of sales income than commercial companies and in 1971 started to expand its marketing, using the Larrea brothers, (responsible for much of the Unidad Popular’s graphic work) to provide designs for sleeve covers and other material.

The Unidad Popular government restricted the import of foreign phonograms and banned the import of records, allowing only licensed local pressings. This may have had as much to do with the need to restrict the use of foreign currency as with cultural policy, but the net result was a boost to local music. The RCA pressing plant, the only one in Chile, was nationalized and was soon working at full capacity rather than at the half capacity on which it had been operating at the time of the takeover. EMI, which had a manufacturing monopoly, was not taken over but quickly adapted to the situation, reportedly proud to be the first capitalist company to release anti-capitalist music.2 Records were now sold at a fixed price. In 1971 a decree was passed that 85 per cent of artists in concerts and shows should be Chilean, although members of nueva canción still felt that they did not get adequate coverage on radio or TV.

2 See Roger Wallis and Kríster Malm, Big Sounds from Small Peoples (London, Constable, 1984), pp. 131–2, 336–43.
The nueva canción movement was strongly linked to the work of the Communist Party: one did not have to be a member of the Communist Party to record for DICAP or work within the loose structure of nueva canción venues and events, but one did have to be acceptable politically and willing to work within their organizational structures. Much of the success of Inti-Illimani and Quilapayún in exile was facilitated initially by the support of strong communist or socialist parties in Italy and France, as well as the labour movement in general. In Chile it was the Communist Party that put Waldo Atías into the unfunded Cultural Department of the Presidency. It also held its important Asamblea de Trabajadores de la Cultura del Partido Comunista on 11 and 12 September 1971, which showed that it had the most clearly formulated cultural policy of all the various Unidad Popular parties and was the most intent on providing the structures necessary to maximize the impact of any cultural worker who would cooperate with them. It tenaciously filled the space left by the outgoing Christian Democrat government, which had apparently raised money by industrial sponsorship, and, for example, sent Huasos Quincheros abroad as its cultural ambassadors. Cultural hegemony on the Left undoubtedly lay with the Communist Party. Nueva canción, a diffuse movement lacking any formal organization, was not controlled by the Communist Party but was dominated by it. Many members of the movement were on Communist Party cultural committees and were involved in the creation and coordination of cultural policy; those musicians who worked independently or were allied to other political parties were more marginally placed.

I do not claim here to have dealt in the broad terms that such a title as la nueva canción latinoamericana might suggest. Rather I have attempted, by concentrating on the Chilean movement, to establish features that seem to me most relevant and characteristic of its development. The following broad remarks can be made in conclusion.


	The contemporary practitioners of the nueva canción all believe in the highly communicative and expressive nature of music and see a function for such music in the broad political struggle.

	As creative artists they wish to produce a music that is rooted and acceptable both nationally (that is, within their own country to their own people) and internationally.

	Ideologically on the Left, but with varying degrees of overt political commitment, they see their work as linked to the national, international and continental struggle for self-determination, the gaining and regaining of basic human and democratic rights, the support of national revolutionary governments such as those of Cuba and Nicaragua, and of active political struggles on the continent such as in El Salvador.

	It is this ideological position that largely defines their music.

	Style is a distinguishing feature and is as important as form and content.

	The idea of music as political is defined in the broadest ideological sense: as the Cubans have said, using nueva trova and canción política interchangeably, ‘Toda canción, en fin, que sea instrumento para un mundo mejor es una canción política.’

	The music is directly or indirectly related to folk and popular music traditions of native countries and of the continent.

	The music produced is ‘popular’ in the sense of being rooted in the music of the people. In other words, folk = popular, representing a people’s values, way of life and struggles, and is intended for their popular consumption. It is not popular in terms of popular = pop – that is, primarily aimed at commercially popular tastes.

	The movements have emerged during a specific historic period, usually one of a liberalizing government preceding the election of left-wing parties representing the mass of the people. The 1960s seem to have been most generative of reforms in land ownership, the extension of suffrage, education and health reforms, and the nueva canción represents a parallel development.

	Most musicians involved are middle-class by virtue of education, if not necessarily in origin. Many come from families with rural backgrounds or origin with some direct or indirect links with folk or traditional music.


There is today (1984) an international movement of musicians, many of whom are politically exiled from their own countries because of the existence of military dictatorships which are threatened by their music. For them, nueva canción and canto nuevo are convenient labels and are broadly defined. They only have limitations for those who believe the terms are too closely identified with Chile or with the Communist Party. It is likely that, for those involved since the 1960s, the terms have always been internationally defined – the emphasis being on the word nueva linking in with nueva trova, with a nueva musica latinoamericana, and with the Mexican, Brazilian and Argentine movements. There is also a generational link – nueva canción produced by those first active in the 1960s and canto nuevo produced by the 1970s – generation, but such a division would be too schematic, and decades are never the most accurate dividers. The question is: do those of the new generation share the principle expressed by Pablo Milanés: ‘Pobre del cantor de nuestros días, que no arriesgue su cuerda por no arriesgar la vida’?
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