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Abstract 

A “Newer” New Song: 

Nueva Canciόn in the Life and Music of Lourdes Pérez: Intersections of Politics, 

Identity and Community 

 

Tara Elgin Hurst, M.Music 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor: Robin D. Moore 

 

 

Commonly known as nueva canciόn in Puerto Rico or nueva trova in Cuba, ―new song‖ 

is a 60-year-old genre, a musical form resonant with political overtones. This thesis 

examines the life and music of Lourdes Pérez, a Puerto Rican singer working in the 

nueva canciόn tradition. Pérez, who has lived in the U.S. for 20 years, is dedicated 

through her compositions to create a ―newer song,‖ a form of socially engaged music 

based on artists of the past but addressing contemporary issues.  Through the creation of a 

diverse community for such music, and collaborations with other Latin American 

musicians and artists, Pérez has taken the genre in new directions. I examine the various 

sociopolitical messages conveyed in Pérez‘s music through an analysis of the 

extramusical context of performance. I raise questions about the ways in which 

globalization affects her work, and about the present-day relevance of the nueva canción 

song form itself. Since little research has been conducted on nueva canciόn I hope this 

paper will encourage future work. 
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Preface 

 

My original intention as I developed this project was to become familiar with song 

styles and genres in Latin America that were new to me. Growing up in the midst of the 

American folk tradition of the 1960s, I had performed in folk masses, hootenannies, and 

folk clubs as a young singer.  I had been moved by and engaged with the music of Bob 

Dylan, Joan Baez, Peter, Paul and Mary, Odetta, and Pete Seeger, and also by their 

responses to the political and social upheaval of the ‗50s and ‗60s. Familiar with folk 

music families including the Seegers, Guthries, and Carters, and their histories of 

collecting and revitalizing folk traditions (similar to the work of John and Alan Lomax), I 

was immediately drawn to Latin American folk traditions that moved in tandem with 

American roots music traditions.  

White, middle-class youth of the 1950s and 60s like me had crusaded against the 

war in Viet Nam and marched for civil rights and racial equality.  These were worthy 

causes, but not ones that directly impacted white, middle-class lives and families in many 

cases. Within Latin America during the same period, by contrast, activists tended to be 

more concerned with issues related to dictatorship, ―the disappeared,‖ torture, unlawful 

detention, and widespread economic hardship. Latin Americans confronted social 

concerns that impacted their daily lives directly.  

Moore describes the turbulence of 1960s and 1970s Latin America as follows:  

In large part this resulted from challenges to colonialism by groups who 

had been under political or economic domination for as long as three and a 
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half centuries. Political agitation represented a radicalization of the 

disenfranchised, a violent struggle for more equitable distribution of 

wealth and property within states that had received independence.  In 

Central and South America the 1950s and 1960s witnessed land reform 

campaigns in Guatemala, leftist guerilla warfare in Peru, Bolivia, 

Colombia, and Uruguay, independence movements in Jamaica and Puerto 

Rico and the development of negritude and noirisme in the French 

Caribbean and of a popularly elected socialist government in Chile  

(Moore 2006:136). 

 

Many of us who grew up in that era saw North American role models lose sight of the 

struggles of the counter-culture movement of the ‗60s following the Viet Nam War and 

as the baby boomer generation came of age (Marwirk 1998), but that was not the case 

throughout Latin America where political upheaval lasted well in the 70s and 80s. 

In that context, I first heard the soulful contralto of Lourdes Pérez here in Austin, 

Texas and found myself immediately attracted to her intense socio-political engagement.  

But I wondered:  How can this be? Who is this throwback to the 60‘s, and what is she 

doing here in Austin? Why is she performing a dated folk style and claiming that it is 

―new?‖ Is this Puerto Rican ―new song‖ form being transformed, and if so, how? Why 

and how have her performances in Texas created a community of Texas-Mexicans and 

other Latinos around these events?  What kinds of audiences are drawn to this music and 

why? Lastly, how is it that this intimate song style continues to exist and to evolve?  

 

The section above describing my gradual involvement with Latin American ―new 

song‖ reflects recent reflexive trends in ethnographic studies. Prior to the 1950‘s 

ethnomusicological research saw a clear separation between fieldwork and ―armchair 

musicological research.  With Alan Merriam‘s work in the 1950s and his canonical The 
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Anthropology of Music (1964), the approach to fieldwork has changed. Bruno Nettl draws 

our attention to the concept of ―reflexivity‖ and the recognition that for some time now 

music ethnographies have included a great deal of attention to the activities and 

experiences of the fieldworker. Nettl considers the possibility that self revelation may be 

a trend. (Nettl 2003). With the publication of additional studies in the 1970s and 1980s 

such as that of Berliner (1993), Keil (1979), Seeger (1987), and Feld (1990), the ―trend‖ 

is now a taken for granted.  Standard training in the field of ethnomusicology draws 

attention to the reflexivity of the fieldworker and requires that we give special attention to 

why we have chosen our particular topic. We are trained to ask ourselves how our 

personal interests and experience come into play in our research. I have asked myself 

Bohlman‘s thoughtful question: ―Whose self is it that the fieldworker seeks to discover? 

His or her own or someone else‘s?‖  (Bohlman 1997:149).  I think my answer is both. I 

hope to examine what interests me is to learn more about myself and my own musical 

culture in the process.  
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Introduction 

Lourdes Pérez is a singer in the socially engaged nueva canciόn (new song) 

tradition. Personally bound by a musical style and an identity that reflect her deepest 

convictions, Pérez‘s songs and performances address human rights, barriers of race and 

gender, political concerns, as well as feelings of solidarity with her countrymen and 

women.  

Commonly known as nueva canciόn in Puerto Rico or nueva trova in Cuba, ―new 

song‖ is a 60-year-old genre, a musical expression resonant with political overtones. 

Lourdes Pérez is determined through her compositions to create yet a ―newer song,‖ a 

new and better world she believes her artistry makes possible.  Like the Suyá, Lourdes 

Pérez participates in a creative act.  

Singing was an experience of the body and the social person. Suyá sang 

because singing was an essential way to articulate the experiences of their 

lives with the processes of their society (Seeger 1987:128). 

 

Pérez does not come from a traditional community such as that associated with the Suyá, 

and thus constructs her own community around her consisting of a pan-Latin subculture 

of musicians and artists. Through this process she confirms her own complex identity. 

Whether her concerns are the indigenous uprising in Chiapas, sociopolitical issues related 

to her own homeland of Puerto Rico -- perpetually in turmoil -- or gay and lesbian issues, 

Pérez reaches out across boundaries of place and culture to sing her compositions 

defiantly in a dark and expressive contralto voice. Her diverse audiences range from first-

time listeners on the border of the Gaza strip, to devoted English- and Spanish-speaking 

fans at a jazz club in Austin, to alternative crowds in Berkeley, California. Her songs are 
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simple, with short verses. Many of Pérez‘s songs consist of four verses of four lines each 

– coplas--one of Spain and Latin America‘s most characteristic popular poetic forms.  

She woos the crowd with her voice and the rubato of her guitar style. Audiences hang on 

every line. 

Issues of difference -- of place, of gender, of purpose and of community -- have 

fundamentally‖composed‖ who Lourdes Pérez is and who she is becoming. According to 

Agawu, ―difference may be the sign of our times‖ (Agawu 2003:227).  To Nettl, the 

―very significant group of functions of music—whether they have always done so or 

not—revolve around the concept of identity‖ (Nettl:2005:255).  He goes on to describe 

these functions and their relationship to music and vice versa, including the ways in 

which they serve as markers of ethnicity, class, group or personal identity, etc.  Pérez 

follows a political song tradition with strong connections to a rural past, as well as to her 

present home of Austin, Texas, and to that of her larger community:  Latin America. In 

this report, I examine the ways in which these complex markers intersect to form 

individual, ethnic, and multi-dimensional forms of identification as part of a unique and 

artistic personality. 

There is overlap and interconnection in the many facets of Pérez‘s identity.  For 

instance, one cannot be Puerto Rican without having some relationship to the United 

States, nor can one be a part of the new song tradition without looking to the past, even 

while shaping the musical expression to reference the present. Similarly, the themes in 

Pérez‘ songs -- themes of woman/lover, nurturer/peace maker, warrior/wise woman—

cross-reference and bleed into one another. I propose that for Lourdes Pérez these 
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intersecting themes or identity formations are not contradictory but part of a synthetic 

whole. 
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Chapter Overview & Methodology 

In the first chapter I present a short history of Puerto Rican  --  U.S. relations and of 

migration by islanders to the U. S., providing a context for interpreting Lourdes Pérez as 

an artist and her own strong sense of connection to the island of Puerto Rico. Like many 

Puerto Ricans living in the U. S, she values her Puerto Rican roots and feels deeply 

connected to the politics of the island.  This historical summary is followed by a short 

overview of nueva canción with a focus on major figures throughout Latin America who 

were responsible for shaping the politically-charged song movement. A review of some 

of the music scholarship on Puerto Rico follows. I note some of the major scholars and 

their work and also examine the wider field of research on political song in the 

Caribbean.   

  In the second chapter I examine the personal history of Lourdes Pérez, made up of 

people, places, family, and early artistic influences. I also look at two traditions that she 

references implicitly but not explicitly through her compositions:  ―jíbaro music‖ and 

women‘s music. In the case of the jíbaro music, Lourdes Pérez discusses the term 

periodically on stage and in conversation and in interviews. ―Women‘s music‖ is not a 

term she uses. Nonetheless, her song lyrics reflect a concern with women‘s rights, and 

occasionally in interviews she speaks to those concerns. Ultimately, she states that she 

does not wish to be categorized as any one kind of musician and feels that the term nueva 

canción and the tradition itself allow her a fluidity that neither ―jíbaro‖ nor ―women‘s 

music‖ does.  

Over the last decade a growing body of scholarship on women‘s music or women 
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and music including lesbian and queer issues has surfaced. This is noteworthy, because as 

recently as 1993 Susan McClary stated that that there was no significant music research 

that was specifically devoted to lesbian issues (McClary 1993).  In reference to the 

textbook edited by Karin Pendle Women and Music: A History (1991), McClary noted 

that the writers integrate information concerning sexual orientation into their biographical 

sketches and comments, but that the discipline still frowns on any explicit mention of 

alternative sexuality. That is less often the case today. In the volume Queering the Pitch: 

The New Gay and Lesbian Musicology (Wood 2006), essays run the gamut, surveying the 

range of recent queer scholarship on everything from k.d. lang and country music to 

classical composer Ned Rorem.  

  For my analysis, I‘ve turned to a variety of resources: hours of interviews with 

Lourdes Pérez, with her manager and partner Annette D‘Amato, attendance at 

performances and concerts, and information gleaned from academic articles. I have also 

reviewed concert programs and newspaper articles discussing Pérez, and have accessed 

website information about her more recent work.  

 In the third chapter of the report I look at the complex extramusical context of 

performance that constitutes a broader frame for analysis. Audiences, venues, and 

collaborations with other Latin American musicians and artists make up community for 

Lourdes Pérez.  I‘ve applied critical theory and identity theory to the subject, referencing 

the work of Agawu, Fitzgerald, Frith, Grossberg, Hall, and others. I have followed the 

lead of scholars who examine musical performances as an event. These scholars see the 

value of considering many facets of social context including the role of audiences, 
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performers, or locale. For example, Ruth Stone (1988) examines the interactions between 

audiences and performers in Kpelle music events. Through Feld (1990), scholars learn 

about the many modes of Kaluli communication. Seeger‗s important work about the Suyá 

(1987) and their expansive way of viewing and using song has been mentioned earlier. In 

Why Suyá Sing, (1987:128) Seeger describes song as ―a verbal art characterized by the 

priority of melody over text, the fixed length of its phrases, the relatively fixed relations 

among pitches.‖  He goes on to describe Suyá songs ―as part of collective rituals; there 

were seasonal songs, songs of specific ceremonies,‖ referencing the performative aspects 

of the music making within community. Béhague, (1980 and 1984) Herndon, McLeod 

(1980 and 1983), to name only a few, also contributed to this aspect of research in the 

field of ethnomusicology.  The scholarly focus of their publications is on the ―artistic 

event,‖ and for our purposes, musical performance as process. Similarly, musical 

performance is seen both as a mode of communication and a display of competence in 

which the audiences participate as well as the performer.  This discourse-centered 

approach offers an important means of examining issues of power and identity.  

 Following Richard Middleton, I look at the various ways the music of Lourdes 

Pérez and her community are ―articulated.‖ Middleton defines the process of articulation 

as follows: 

The argument is that while elements of culture are not directly, externally, 

or exclusively tied to specific economically determined factors such as 

class position, they are determined in the final instance by these factors, 

through the operation of articulating principles that are tied to class 

factors. These operate by combining existing elements into new patterns 

or by attaching new connotations to them‖ (Middleton 1990:8). 
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He goes on to say that ―particularly strong articulative relationships are established when 

what we can call ‗cross-connotation‘ takes place, that is when two or more different 

elements are made to connote, symbolize, or evoke each other‖ (Middleton:1990:9). The 

articulative process works well for Lourdes Pérez in Austin, Texas, for example, where 

the political nature of her music is valued by an audience that grew up in the 60s and a 

lively music scene includes music and musicians from across Latin America. I examine 

the articulative relationships, the ―resonances‖ expressed in her socio-cultural community 

and the fluidity Pérez attempts to maintain (Middleton 1990:9). 

Chapter 4 examines the various sociopolitical messages conveyed in Pérez‘s 

music through an analysis of her recordings made between 1994 and 2007. I review four 

songs recorded by Pérez that fall into distinct categories and that provide an overview of 

her entire oeuvre to date: (1) a song from the nueva canción ―canon,‖  ―Gracias a La 

Vida‖; (2) a newly composed song by Pérez in the same style; (3) an ―homenaje‖ 

(homage) to honor Atahualpa Yupanqui; and (4) ―Luisa Capetilla,‖ a song about a 

famous lesbian.  

 In Chapter 5, I raise questions about the artistic directions that Pérez‘s work is 

taking presently and what this suggests about globalization, about the artist, and about the 

nueva canción song form itself. I review concepts emerging around the topics of 

cosmopolitanism and modernity including perspectives from Gilroy (1991, 1993), 

Tomlinson (1999), Turino (2000) and others. Finally, I consider some of the ways in 

which these forces affect the life and work of a non-commercial artist like Pérez living in 

a postmodern world.  
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Chapter 1: Background 

 

Puerto Rico and U.S. Relations 

According to historian Arturo Morales Carriόn, for three-centuries the people of 

Puerto Rico have struggled with issues of identity (Carriόn 1984). For the sake of brevity 

and to avoid veering too far from the topic at hand, I will only look at the most recent 

history of Puerto Rico and the island‘s rocky relationship with the U. S.  

Many Puerto Ricans have long expressed a visceral resistance to their larger and 

more powerful neighbor. A brief look at relations between Puerto Rico and the United 

States makes it clear why this is the case.  Puerto Rico was invaded by the U.S. in 1898 

during the Spanish American War and was ceded by Spain along with Cuba, the 

Philippines, and Guam to the U.S. under the Treaty of Paris. Through the first half of the 

20
th

 century, Puerto Rico was under military rule; the U.S became responsible for the 

appointment of most officials, including the governor.  

The Jones-Shafroth Act, signed by President Woodrow Wilson in 1917, afforded 

Puerto Ricans U.S. citizenship, just in time to enlist Puerto Rican men into the armed 

forces during World War I.  In 1937, Albizu Campo led the Puerto Rican Nationalist 

Party in a march within Ponce, Puerto Rico, advocating for the complete independence of 

the island from the U.S.  The event erupted into violence when U.S.-appointed governor 

Blanton Winship retaliated against the protestors with brutality. This conflict is now 

known as the Ponce massacre. Some compromise followed in the Roosevelt-Truman 

years, and in 1946 President Truman appointed a Puerto Rican-born governor for the first 
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time, Jesús T. Piñero.  However, Piñero signed La Ley de la Mordaza or Gag Law (Law 

53), making it illegal to fly the Puerto Rican flag or to speak openly about independence 

and liberation.  

In 1948 the U.S. granted Puerto Rico the right to democratically elect a governor 

and Luis Muñoz Marín was elected.  Some control of civilian governance, including the 

popular election of their own House of Representatives, was given to Puerto Ricans as 

well. The U.S. Congress approved Public Law 600 in 1950, allowing Puerto Ricans to 

determine whether or not to draft a local constitution.  A revolt followed in October of 

that year when nationalists led by Abizu Campos and others organized in small towns. 

Campos believed that the ―new‖ status was a political farce.  Following the U. S. 

declaration of martial law, two of these uprisings became particularly violent.  The 

Jayuya and Utuado massacres—also known as El Grito de Jayuyu and the Utuado Revolt 

-- were followed by assassination attempts on the life of President Truman by Puerto 

Rican nationalists, all of this resulting from struggles over the island‘s sovereignty.  

Finally, in early 1952, a constitutional convention approved the Constitution of Puerto 

Rico and it was ratified by the U.S. Congress.  

Although Puerto Rico has a certain amount of local autonomy, according to the 

U.S. Constitution ultimate governance of the island is retained by both the U.S. Congress 

and President.
1
 The American legal system has remained in place within Puerto Rico in 

                                            
1
 Puerto Rico has authority over its internal affairs. United States controls: interstate 

trade, foreign relations and commerce, customs administration, control of air, land and 

sea, immigration and emigration, nationality and citizenship, currency, maritime laws, 

military service, military bases, army, navy and air force, declaration of war, 

constitutionality of laws, jurisdictions and legal procedures, treaties, radio and television-

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Constitution
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States_Congress
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both state and federal courts. At the same time, Puerto Ricans have been drafted into and 

have served in all wars that the U.S. has participated in. As a result of the ever-present 

tensions over independence, the average Puerto Rican is concerned with issues of 

freedom; opinions are deeply held and often deliberated, and issues of identity are closely 

related. 

The U.S. presence is strongly felt by Puerto Ricans and their closest neighbors. The 

latest example of how North American control can be abused took place on the island of 

Vieques. In 1898 the U.S. annexed Vieques -- also known as ―Isla Nena‖ or ―Little Sister 

Island‖-- along with the larger island of Puerto Rico. Vieques lies about eight miles away 

and is surrounded by exquisite white beaches and blue waters. It has been a tourist 

destination and is beloved by the locals. Unfortunately the island surfaced in the news 

most recently because of a series of protests against the United States Navy that has used 

the island as a bombing range for over 60 years. Locals claim serious health problems, 

including high rates of cancer, as the result of the testing of radioactive uranium shells 

and resulting toxic pollution. President Clinton was pressured unsuccessfully to remove 

the Navy Vieques and to end bombings. Military activities did not cease until May of 

2003. 

For Puerto Ricans, the demand for and struggle with the idea of independence is 

almost a birthright.  Now a Commonwealth or ―free associated state‖ (Estado Libre 

Asociado), Puerto Rico continues to feel the pull of several parties and points of view. 

                                                                                                                                  
-communications, agriculture, mining and minerals, highways, postal system; Social 

Security, and other areas generally controlled by the federal government in the United 

States.http://topuertorico.org/constitu.shtml 
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Three parties struggle with the dialogue of political identity: the Partido Nuevo 

Progresista (PNP) or pro-statehood party; the Partido Popular Democrático (PPD) which 

is pro-commonwealth; and the Partido Independentista Puertorriqueño (PIP), a pro-

independence party calling for an end to all political ties with the United States.  

Moving in tandem with the desire for independence is the very real economic 

dependence that islanders have on their larger neighbor for many years. In 1942, for 

instance, Operation Bootstrap, designed by American-educated Puerto Rican José 

Teodoro Moscoso, was an offshoot of Roosevelt‘s New Deal.  Operation Bootstrap 

attempted to move Puerto Rico toward increased industrialization.
2
 The ambitious project 

succeeded in transforming the economy from an agricultural, rural-based economy to a 

manufacturing-based marketplace. Tourism increased as a result and the pharmaceutical, 

engineering, and medical professions saw tremendous growth. As a result Puerto Rico 

has a thriving economy, foreign investors and a travel industry that brings in $2 billion 

annually representing 7% of the GNP. (Wagenheim (1973), West-Duran (2003), 

Middeldyk (2004), Monge (1997). 

Puerto Rican Migration 

 

While the United States Congress still controls the Commonwealth, Puerto Ricans 

as U.S. citizens move freely to and from the U.S., making up 9.1% of the Hispanic 

population in the U.S.  According to the Pew Center for Hispanic Research, 4.1 million 

                                            
2 The Americas by the Bootstraps, Time Magazine, April 1961 

http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,874319,00.html 
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Hispanics of Puerto Rican origin resided in the U. S. in 2007. Research from the Center 

for Latin American, Caribbean and Latino Studies at CUNY suggests that the states with 

the largest Puerto Rican populations are Florida, Illinois, New Jersey, and New York. 

New York has a particularly high percentage of Puerto Ricans; in 2000, more than 30% 

of U.S. Puerto Ricans lived there.  For our purposes it is notable that no Puerto Ricans 

communities of any size exist in Texas. Texas and California are home to the largest 

Mexican populations with 5 million Mexicans in Texas and 8.4 million in California in 

2000.
3
  

Puerto Rican Americans living in New York City refer to themselves as 

―Nuyorican,‖ and elsewhere as mainland or stateside Puerto Ricans. Puerto Rican 

migration to the U.S. increased dramatically in the 1930s, although many came to the 

U.S. during the nineteenth century and in significant numbers after 1917.  The 4.1 million 

Puerto Ricans living in the U.S. now exceeds the population of roughly 3.9 million living 

in Puerto Rico itself. 

As a member of one of the largest nationalities of Latinos in the U.S., Lourdes 

Pérez followed a path familiar to many Puerto Ricans, arriving in New York City as a 

young woman in her late 20‘s.  She found work initially as a social worker and later as a 

campaign worker.  New York became a stepping stone as she made her way to Austin, 

Texas, an unlikely place for a Puerto Rican but a fertile ground for music making. 

 

 

                                            
3 http://pewhispanic.org/reports-Pew Hispanic Research Center and http:// 

web.gc.cuny.edu 
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Short History of Nueva Canciόn and Political Song  

Nueva canción is one of the musical forms that developed throughout Latin 

America as a result of political strife and the desire for independence.  In the Caribbean 

region, Puerto Rico and Cuba have both endured a long history of colonization, as 

previously noted. While Puerto Ricans, Cubans, and Dominicans have a long history of 

musical expression that has arisen as a response to domination, musicians of Chile and 

Argentina were in the forefront of the nueva canción song genre per se, rooted in 

folkloric traditions. Cubans coined the term nueva trova slightly later, very similar to 

nueva canción.  ―Nueva trova is the label Cubans use to describe their own version of 

nueva canción. The term trova has been employed on the island [Cuba] for more than a 

century. It derives from ‗trovador’ or ‗troubador’ and refers to older romantic guitar-

based repertoire including the bolero and canción, most of which dates from the 1910s 

and 1920s. The term trovador is also used in Puerto Rico to refer to performers of música 

jíbara‖ (Moore 2010:165).   

Throughout Latin America, a number of key figures were responsible for promoting 

the new song form and the collective resistance that characterized this era. It is not 

possible to examine the lives and work of these artists here. Nor it is possible to examine 

each country in Latin America that participated in the movement. I will name significant 

artists from several countries and then highlight for the reader some of the most 

significant musicians and composers of the movement, central figures whose lives and 

work represent the wider themes of the nueva canción movement. A partial list of 

musicians and composers by country include: Victor Jara (1932-1973) in Chile; 
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Mercedes Sosa (1935-2009) and Atahualpa Yupanqui (born Héctor Roberto Chavero) 

(1908-1992) in Argentina; Carlos Puebla (1917-1989) in Cuba; Daniel Viglietti (b. 1939) 

in Uruguay; Violeta Parra (1917-1967) in Chile; Silvio Rodríguez (b.1946) and Pablo 

Milanés Arias (b.1943) in Cuba.  

Below I will discuss several of these individuals who played significant roles in 

the movement but also that specifically influenced Lourdes Pérez.  She claims an 

allegiance to both Mercedes Sosa and Violeta Parra, in part because they represent key 

female figures in the movement but also because she performs some of their ―canonic‖ 

repertoire. She performed in concert with Sosa in both the 90s and after 2000.  Yupanqui 

comes up in conversation with Pérez regularly and I have focused attention on his role in 

the history of the movement. As a Puerto Rican growing up the 60‘s there are five 

additional artists she credits for influencing her political and musical sensibilities. These 

include two of the most significant figures of the nueva trova movement Cuban 

musicians Silvio Rodríguez and Pablo Milanés, discussed below. Pérez also credits three 

Puerto Rican nueva canción artists -- Roy Brown (b.1945), Andrés Jiménez ―El Jíbaro‖ 

(b.1947) and Antonio Cabán Vale, ―El Topo‖ (b. 1942) -- as strong political influences.  I 

spend some time examining their current work and careers. 

The new song traditions -- nueva canción in Puerto Rico and Argentina and nueva 

trova in Cuba  --  that flourished beginning in the 1950s and 1960s are not dissimilar to 

the resurgence of folk traditions in the U.S. represented by the folk revivalists and artists 

mentioned earlier.  In the U.S., the folk revival flowered into a renaissance of new 

expression during roughly the same period.  Anti-war themes, along with the slogans 
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―free love, ―flower power,‖ and anti-establishment sentiment came together in the 

expression of new ideals for the next generation.  

In Puerto Rico, nueva canción gained popularity in the 1960s and 1970s among 

middle-class, educated young people like Lourdes Pérez. Like in many folk revival 

movements around the world, several factors concurrently came into play in the birth of 

this pan-Latin American movement.  Artists from all over Latin America shared a 

common commitment to improve the living conditions for the majority of people living 

in Latin America. Many musicians paid homage to the past through their interest in 

folkloric instrumentation and traditional folk songs and dance forms. This renewed 

attention to tradition moved in tandem with political activism. The desire to move away 

from commercialization and, in the Hispanic Caribbean, away from North American 

commercial influences, was a constant undercurrent of the nueva canción and nueva 

trova movements. 

An artistic outpouring in song form fueled the movement.  In 1962, Mercedes Sosa 

of Argentina and Armando Tejada Gómez (b. 1929) first became public proponents of 

what they called the Nuevo Cancionero. They subsequently released a musical manifesto 

calling for the rehabilitation of indigenous musical heritage. The initiative had 

international appeal and these musicians began to share their music at European festivals 

and in their travels. 

In Argentina (and also in Cuba), new song was considered a socially engaged 

music that could also include love songs. Nueva trova is best known for its connection to 

tragic and painful political and personal events that revolved around specific musicians 
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and artists. Likewise, in Argentina, public enthusiasm and support for the music grew 

with civic unrest and a populist agenda for political and social change.  

The first festival of nueva canción took place in a soccer stadium in Santiago, 

Chile, (the National Stadium) in 1969.  Dozens of performers who had supported the 

popular unity government of Salvador Allende were on stage for this event, including 

Victor Jara (1938-1973).  Jara was a Chilean singer and composer who for several years 

had served as artistic director of the popular group Quilapayún. A supporter of President 

Salvador Allende‘s social agenda, Jara became one of the key figures in the resurgence 

and vitality of the new song movement in Latin America. On September 11, 1973, during 

a coup d’etat led by General Augusto Pinochet, Jara and a group of university students 

expressed their opposition to the takeover. Several days later, on September 17, 1973, at 

the same stadium where he had received the highest award at the first festival, Jara was 

arrested by the military and murdered after having his wrists broken (Fairley: 1973 and 

Jara: 1984). 

In 1978, Mercedes Sosa, an Argentine singer known for her moving interpretations 

of the repertoire of the new song movement, along with much of her audience, was 

placed under military arrest during a concert. Sosa subsequently left Argentina, moving 

to Paris and later Madrid, She ultimately returned to Argentina and began to build a 

successful international career once more from there. Sosa‘s long and productive global 

career continued until her death in 2009. 

Along with Atahualpa Yupanqui, Violeta Parra is one of the better known of the 

artists and musicians who collected, renewed, and developed traditional folk music in the 
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new song movement. Yupanqui and Parra, like Sosa, lived for a time as expatriates in 

Paris. Both Yupanqui and Parra collected and performed traditional folk songs as well as 

songs of their own.  Each transmitted these repertoires to the next generation.  They 

encouraged the celebration of the rural and the regional as well as the life of the peasants 

and the marginalized.   

Yupanqui, considered by some to be the most important Argentinean musician of 

the 20
th

 century, is lauded for his songs and compositions but also for his extensive 

ethnographic work.  He was a political activist and was for a time a member of the 

Communist Party of Argentina. He endured detention, incarceration, and censorship off 

and on between 1944 and 1949, but ultimately was recognized for his contributions to the 

humanities and music. In 1967 Yupanqui won the first prize at the Cosquín Folk Festival, 

one of the most important folk music festivals, and ―the definitive place to leverage the 

success of the most important artists of the folk music of Argentina.‖
4  In his final years 

he moved back and forth from his home in Paris to Buenos Aires. Yupanqui is highly 

regarded by the Argentinean people and was named Gentleman of Arts and Letters by the 

French Ministry of Culture in 1968.
5
  

Violeta Parra (1917-1967) was born Violeta del Carmen in San Carlos, a small 

town in Chile. She grew up in a time of political oppression and economic strife in Chile, 

under the régime of Carlos Ibáñez del Campo. Born to a peasant mother, Parra was one of 

ten children. Parra‘s father was a schoolteacher and a poet, so it is not surprising that 

Violeta showed an early interest in poetry, music (specifically the guitar) and art. An 

                                            
4
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosquin 

5
 http://www.graciasatahualpa.com (Muchas Gracias Atahualpa) 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Folk_music
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosquin
http://www.graciasatahualpa.com/
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active member of the Socialist Party of Chile, Parra created one of the first peñas, a 

venue where community activists and leaders could gather to talk, listen to music, share 

art and discuss politics. During the government of President Salvador Allende, peñas 

flourished in Chile but were subsequently banned by the military regime of Augusto 

Pinochet, resulting in the arrest of many members of the artistic and intellectual 

communities.  Parra traveled to Paris in the 1950s, and began performing in French 

theaters and cafes. There she performed some of the 3000 folkloric songs that she had 

collected, as well as newly composed nueva canciόn works including her best-known 

song ―Gracias a La Vida.‖  Parra, who suffered through many failed love affairs and the 

death of one of her children, committed suicide in 1967. After her passing, her children, 

Isabel and Angel, continued the tradition of the Peña, opening the La Peña de los Parra.
6
 

Cuban musicians Silvio Rodríguez and Pablo Milanés coined the term nueva trova, 

in Cuba, where the political climate was particularly difficult for musicians and artists, 

many of whom left the island because of censorship and the inability to find work during 

and following the revolution (Benmayor 1981). The Cuban Revolution began in 1952. 

Fulgencio Batista, (1901-1973), a Cuban military leader, dictator, and President closely 

aligned with the U. S., was the key figure that revolutionaries fought against. In 1952 

Batista returned to power for a second time (1952-1959) as the result of a coup backed by 

the U.S. The coup pre-empted an election and ensured Batista‘s illegitimate regime. The 

revolution that ensued lasted until 1959 when Batista departed the island. Fidel Castro 

Ruz (b.1926) came to power after Batista. Subsequently the islanders accepted socialism 

                                            
6 http:www.lapena.org 
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and immense cultural changes followed.  Nightclubs, restaurants, bars and hotels were 

shut down under the new regime and gambling and prostitution  --  attractions that made 

Cuba a tourist destination and a source of revenue  --  were outlawed. Artistic and 

cultural institutions were seized and number of artists fled the island. The new Castro 

régime curtailed freedom of speech (including the press), banned private schools and 

churches and promoted nationalistic messages as an important part of the new socialist 

rhetoric. Citizens were promised the benefits of a progressive society that would include 

free health care, free education and employment. Tensions between Cuba and the anti-

communist U.S. resulted in restricted cultural exchange and limits on travel, imports and 

exports. Consequently, some musicians and artists fled to the U. S. while others growing 

questioned pre-revolutionary values and praised socialist values. Rodríguez and Milanés 

are prime examples of musicians who lived through this time of upheaval and change, 

eventually affirming the new regime and remaining faithful to the politically engaged 

song tradition. 

Silvio Rodríguez  --  who rose to popularity during the 1960s  --  has had an 

impressive 40-year career and his grounding in the philosophy of the 1960s is still very 

evident in his poetry and performance. Considered a Cuban trovador, or singer-

songwriter, and one of the ―fathers‖ of nueva trova, he is a prolific composer who is still 

best known for his early song about a blue unicorn ―Unicornio azul,‖ interpreted by some 

as a song for those fighting in El Salvador.  

Rodríguez grew up in a family with modest means; his father was a farmer who was 

also poet and his mother a hairdresser. He became aware of and involved in the 



23 
 

revolution as a young man.  Not only is Rodríguez a fine acoustic guitarist known for an 

expressive chord-picking style, but he is also known and admired as a composer and 

author of introspective, poetic lyrics. Rodríguez has an intimate and evocative tenor vocal 

style that harkens back to the naiveté of the 60s; at the same time, he has taken on new 

themes that reflect his age and life experience. While Rodríguez and other composers 

drew animosity from the Culture Ministry in the late 1960s and 1970s when the Cuban 

government was intensely concerned about American cultural influence, he is now well 

respected in Cuba and is allowed to travel and concertize widely. Rodríguez is well loved 

among Cuban intellectuals and has served as a cultural emissary.  

Fellow musician and composer, Afro-Cuban Pablo Milanés, is also considered one 

of the chief leaders of the nueva trova movement. Milanés was born in Bayamo, Cuba 

and trained in Havana, where he learned to play piano, guitar and the tres, a Cuban folk 

guitar, Musically his Afro-Cuban sound is more ―traditional,‖ grounded in local genres, 

and includes the genres of son, rumba and bolero. In 2006 Milanés joined with other 

artists and writers from around the globe to speak out for Puerto Rican sovereignty. 

Along with Rodríguez, he holds ―superstar status‖ (Moore 2010:168).  

While both Milanés and Rodríguez are now established and revered in Cuba, 

according to Moore (2006) both artists had difficult times with authorities during the 

60‘s. Sometime in 1966 Milanés was jailed and held for over a year. The circumstances 

of his arrest are unconfirmed but his song lyrics from the period had been scrutinized by 

officials in the media prior to his incarceration. Rodríguez was also detained more than 

once and spent time in youth camps where he, along with others, was encouraged to 
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integrate more fully into the revolution. The Castro regime eventually embraced nueva 

trova and fully supported the careers of the two artists mentioned here. While on the one 

hand nueva trova has became a mainstream music that confirms the socialist agenda, at 

the same time it has lost much of its power as a form of protest or critique. Of the nueva 

canción and nueva trova artists mentioned in this section, only Rodríguez and Milanés 

are still living. 

 

 

First Generation  

As noted, Lourdes Pérez also credits as early influences three living Puerto Rican 

nueva canción artists who are still active performers:  Roy Brown, Andrés Jiménez ―El 

Jíbaro,‖ and Antonio Cabán Vale, ―El Topo.‖ Each artist has had a long and successful 

career and moved beyond traditional nueva canción while each has remained politically 

active. 

Antonio Cabán Vale is regarded as a poet as well as a singer- songwriter. Cabán 

has had an illustrious career and he continues to perform at 68 years of age. Several of his 

own compositions as well as the songs he has made popular, like ―En mi Viejo San 

Juan,‖
7
 have been widely recorded by many other artists including Lourdes Pérez. 

Internet sources
8
 suggest he has been recording with younger musicians, but I was not 

successful in finding examples of his work with younger musicians on commercial 

releases or video sharing sites.   

                                            
7
 Composed by Noel Estrada. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noel_Estrada 

8 http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/index/antonio_caban_valle 
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His work with Adeán Cabán is one example of the directions he has taken with younger 

musicians:  

  

Recently, he [Cabán Vale] has collaborated with a young Puerto Rican 

band led by Adeán Cabán, and dedicated to performing Puerto Rican folk 

music. Consisting of guitars, cuatro, percussion and vocals, the group 

performs the typical genres of décima, plena, bomba, son, bolero, and 

fusions with other Caribbean genres such as reggae, vallenato, cumbia and 

merengue.
9
  

 

Andrés Jiménez is known as ―El Jíbaro,‖ (roughly, the ―Country Singer‖).  His work is 

known for his nationalistic stance. A lifelong activist, always outspoken on matters 

regarding Puerto Rican sovereignty, he has most recently been involved with the protests 

about the U.S. Navy‘s use of Vieques, and in 2001 he produced the Son de Vieques 

album.  Examiner.com, a popular culture website, recently described him: 

While there‘s a significant number of talented ‗jíbaro‘ artists based in 

Puerto Rico, only one has actually been dubbed ―El Jíbaro,‖ and his name 

is Andrés Jiménez, the island‘s premier troubadour. Jiménez is best known 

for interpreting ‗música campesina puertorriqueña‘ and for being one of 

the leading voices of the island‘s independence movement.  With a 

successful four-decade recording career and over 30 albums under his belt, 

the Orocovis-born artist has established himself as a key figure in the local 

popular music scene and the ‗aguinaldo’ and ‗seis’ traditions. But his 

music covers the whole spectrum of local genres, from décimas, danzas 

and ballads to guaguancó to salsa to Nueva Trova. In addition, Jiménez 

has paved the way for young generations of ‗jíbaro‘ music performers, 

influencing everyone from Haciendo Punto En Otro Son to noted female 

folk singer Victoria Sanabria. Jiménez‘s music is the result of 500 hundred 

years of colonization and the convergence of the Taíno, Spanish and 

African cultures.
10

 

  

Roy Brown has had a very active and successful career recording and touring as 

described here below. He is still performing regularly in Puerto Rico. In 1997, he 

presented a concert there with Silvio Rodríguez in the Hiram Bithorn Stadium, attended 

                                            
9 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Zf2U1oqrzJMm 
10 http://www.examiner.com/x-615-Latin-Music-Examiner 

http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/instruments_guitar.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/instruments_cuatro.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/genre_folk.html#decima
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/genre_plena.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/genre_bomba.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/genre_son.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/genre_bolero.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/genre_merengue.html
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by 19,000 people. 

 In the first half of the 70s, he recorded three albums: Roy Brown III, 

Profecía de Urayoán, and Distancias. In 1975, he traveled various U.S. 

cities with his Distancias concert, accompanied by José González and 

Miguel Cubano. He moved to New York with his group Aires Bucaneros, 

composed of Carl Royce, Zoraida Santiago, Pablo Nieves, Ruco Gandía, 

among others, recorded Aires Bucaneros (1978), Casi Alba (1980), Nuyol 

(1983), Árboles (1988), and Balada de Otro Tiempo (1989). In those years 

the singer-songwriter traveled the world; Greece, Germany, Spain, 

Mexico, Ecuador, Cuba, Holland, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, among others.
11

  

 

One review of a recent concert demonstrates how Brown‘s connection to the past is 

viewed – and romanticized – by some:  

While those who saw Roy in the streets remembered, sang the chorus, and 

made their own journey, the younger people learned and understood an 

aspect of Puerto Rican history that is still not found in today‘s 

schoolbooks:  the course of the cultural and national struggle. That night 

in Bellas Artes through his music, Roy Brown became teacher, 

psychologist, sociologist, historian, and therapist when he sang from the 

stage [our] national history, the history of the cultural struggle over the 

last 35 years. 
12

 

 

All three artists are still working, recording, writing and performing. Large crowds are 

still drawn to the political overtones and messages of solidarity in Brown, Jiménez, and 

Cabán Vale‘s performances. However, every concert I viewed on Youtube and on various 

websites include a repertoire that is generously balanced with an equal amount of dance 

music and love songs.  Without a doubt the music of these three older musicians  --  

variously referred to as nueva canción and /or nueva trova artists  --  still resonates with a 

large number of Puerto Ricans.  

                                            
11 http://www.last.fm/music/Roy+Brown+Ramirez 
12 http://www.last.fm/music/Roy+Brown+Ramirez) 

http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/roy_brown.html#discography
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/roy_brown.html#discography
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/roy_brown.html#discography
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/roy_brown.html#discography
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/roy_brown.html#discography
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/roy_brown.html#discography
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/en/roy_brown.html#discography
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New Voices and a Newer Song? 

Puerto Rican nueva canción is not one of the easily recognized song forms coming 

out of the thriving commercial music scene of Latin America. ―Puerto Rican nueva 

canción tends to be strongly rooted in folkloric traditions, which is attractive to many 

local listeners. But its focus on a single issue and its marginality to mainstream labels has 

resulted in limited audiences elsewhere‖ (Moore 2010:175).  In the 1980s and 1990s a 

new generation of pop musicians, less influenced by the protest singers described above, 

created a new musical product.  With few exceptions, the message of such artists is 

neither political nor socially relevant. While none claim to be part of the nueva canción 

tradition, it is nevertheless puzzling that a recent website called ―The Music of Puerto 

Rico‖ has begun to label pop music by mainstream artists ―nueva canción.‖ Perhaps this 

is an anomaly, but it may speak to the general lack of knowledge about a genre that in the 

past had a fixed set of musical ideals.  Because nueva trova and nueva canción are used 

somewhat interchangeably on this website, I would like to suggest that there is blurring 

of the boundaries of these definitions as well.  

The new generation of the Nueva Trova song has attracted artists whose 

work reflects diverse styles: interpreter of popular music Ednita Nazario, 

salsa artists Marc Anthony and Andy Montañez, rockers Fiel a la Vega 

and others including José Feliciano and Ricky Martin.
13

  

 

                                            
13

 La nueva generación de canciones de la Nueva Trova ha atraido artistas que 

reflejan estilos diversos: intérprete de música popular Ednita Nazario, salseros 

Marc Anthony y Andy Montañez, rockeros Fiel a la Vega y otros, incluyendo a 

José Feliciano y Ricky Martin. http://www.musicofpuertorico.com) 

http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/es/ednita_nazario.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/es/marc_anthony.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/es/andy_montanez.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/es/fiel_a_la_vega.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/es/jose_feliciano.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/es/ricky_martin.html
http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/
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The focus of the website is on Puerto Rican performers, but other Latin American pop 

artists whose work is easily recognized are included, such as Rubén Blades, a 

Panamanian (b.1948). While influenced by the realities of social change and political 

consciousness of the 70s and 80s, these commercially successful pop and rock artists -- 

with the exception of Ruben Blades  --  rarely speak to political issues in their music. 

Only on occasion, as when Colombian pop star and philanthropist Shakira Isabel 

Meborak Ripoli (b. 1977) performed with Mercedes Sosa, as she did in 2008 and again in 

2009, do these artists reference a shared musical past. For a moment it seemed that 

Shakira would offer her adoring public a glimmer of the message of the ―new song‖ 

tradition in the world of commercial music, but she did not.
14

  

Politically engaged music on the islands does include newer forms of expression 

and the latest non-commercial music has expanded to encompass a lively rock and 

socially conscious rap scene (Moore: 2010:169). Artists are addressing current topics of 

social relevance with an emphasis on local community concerns like hunger and 

joblessness, racism, the proliferation of weapons, and violence.  These younger musicians 

are performing with standard pop and rock instrumentation including synthesizers and 

electronic guitar and some traditional instrumentation. As new voices continue to surface 

in Latin America to protest inequality and injustice, the new song tradition appears to be 

alive but not thriving. Grounded in opposition to oppression, the spirit of new song, was 

born out of an ―homage to the past‖ and that thrived during the tumultuous 1960s and 

                                            
14 ALAS -- América Latina en Acción Solidaria (ALAS), an organization supporting 

marginalized children throughout Latin America (Ricky Martin and 20 other Latin 

American pop stars joined her to raise money for ALAS).    
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influenced a group of younger Latin American artists in the 1970s, still exists even as the 

messages change. However, much more careful analysis and research will be required 

before a clear connection can be made between most contemporary genres and nueva 

canción and nueva trova.  

 

Literature Review 

To gain better insight into the state of research on the music of Puerto Rico, I 

examine scholarship on both the sister islands of Puerto Rico and Cuba, and also the 

research on ―stateside‖ islanders living in the U.S. The last decade has seen a greater 

academic attention to Puerto Rico generally and to Nuyoricans specifically, but Puerto 

Rican nueva canciόn song style and repertoire has not received significant attention.  In 

the1990s, a growing number of scholars produced a variety of new research on topics in 

disciplines including ethnomusicology, Latin American Studies, and popular music 

studies. Researchers in the fields of anthropology, cultural studies and diaspora studies 

have contributed as well.   

In the 1970s and1980s, books focused purely on Puerto Rican music were few and 

far between. However a number of related articles and research papers were published 

during that period in periodicals and journals including the Latin American Music Review 

(LAMR) and the journal Ethnomusicology. A partial list of noteworthy authors and 

scholars whose work focuses on the Caribbean and beyond includes Leonardo Acosta, 

Gerard Béhague, Rita Benmayor, Alejo Carpentier, Jan Fairley, Paul Gilroy, María 

Herrera –Sobek, James Robbins, Ted Solís, Robin Moore, and Peter Manuel.  
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For an historic overview of writing about Puerto Rican folkloric music it is 

worthwhile to review the work of Francisco López Cruz (1909-1988). López Cruz is the 

author of number of books related to traditional Puerto Rican music including: La música 

folklórica de Puerto Rico (1967), El aguinaldo y el villancico en el folklore 

puertorriqueño (1958), Cancionero navideño (1961), Música del pueblo puertorriqueño 

(1966), El aguinaldo en Puerto Rico (1968) and Método para la enseñanza del cuatro 

puertorriqueño (1968). Not all of his work is readily available. He was a musician and 

author whose focus was traditional Puerto Rican music and instruments. 

 Among his most important contributions to the musical culture is the 

preparation of a curriculum for teaching the cuatro, a traditional Puerto 

Rican string instrument with which he is identified. He is also known for 

the research he has done on indigenous folk music, as well as his 

participation in projects to rescue the traditional string instruments of 

Puerto Rico, such as the cuatro and the bordonúa.‖
15

 

Not many scholars have focused strictly on Puerto Rican nueva canción, but a 

number of articles and books on Puerto Rican identity, other Puerto Rican musics, the 

Nuyorican community and new work on the Caribbean music offer insights into the topic.  

In ―The Nueva Canción Movement and Its Mass-Mediated Performance Context,‖  Jane 

Tumas-Serna describes the movement this way:  ―There is a movement coming out of 

Latin American rather broadly defined as nueva canción or new song‖ (Tumas-Serna 

1992:137).  She goes on to talk about the pan-Latin nature of the movement in the 1990s, 

certainly relevant to this report and gives attention to the performative aspects of the 

movement. In observing the nueva canción tradition in the United States she notes that 

Latin youth use the music to ―recoup ‖ their heritage (1992:147). Frances Aparicio, who 

                                            
15

 http://www.enciclopediapr.org/ing/article 
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grew up in San Juan, is the author of Listening to Salsa: Gender, Latin Popular Music, 

and Puerto Rican Cultures, an engaging book on one of the most popular musics of the 

moment.  

Peter Manuel‘s article ―Puerto Rican Music and Cultural Identity: From Creative 

Appropriation of Cuban Sources from Danza to Salsa‖ (1994) examines with sensitivity 

the complex exchange of music and culture between Puerto Rico and Cuba. He addresses 

the complexity of Puerto Rico identity formation and the contradictions at the core of the 

Puerto Rican claim to a number of indigenous dance and music forms that are of Cuban 

origin.  Manuel concludes that there has been ―not merely an evolution of new styles and 

genres but a rearticulation of extant idioms in response to new social situations‖ (Manuel 

1994:277).  His Popular Musics of the Non-Western World (1988) includes several 

insightful chapters on Puerto Rican music and identity as well.  

Robin D. Moore, Associate Professor of Ethnomusicology at the University of 

Texas and co-editor of Latin American Music Review, has conducted research in Cuba, 

Puerto Rico, Colombia and Brazil. He is the author of Music in the Hispanic Caribbean, 

Music and Revolution and Nationalizing Blackness. In Music of the Hispanic Caribbean 

we are offered not only a thorough overview of the region but also an exploration of 

significant cultural influences including colonization, giving us a deeper understanding of 

the interconnectedness of the family of islands that continue to exert influence on one 

another. This interconnectedness is clearly observed in the music making and the ever- 

increasing onset of global communication. Moore‘s work is essential to understanding the 

inter-related song forms throughout the Caribbean.  
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In Moore‘s compilation ―Directory of Latin American and Caribbean Music Theses 

and Dissertations since 1988‖ (Moore 1993) he indicates that only two dissertations on 

musicological topics in Puerto Rico (presumably) had been written during that time 

period. The first dissertation, by Milagros Agostini, focused on the teaching of Puerto 

Rican music in the public school classroom and the need for more extensive teaching of 

teachers about music outside the European traditions. A second dissertation, by Yvonne 

Figueroa, entitled the ―Historical Chronology of the Musical Life of the Figueroa- 

Sanabia Family examined a musical family and their contributions to Puerto Rico and 

Puerto Rican music. These two studies in a five-year period suggest that Puerto Rican 

music is somewhat understudied, or was at that time.  

Juan Flores‘ books include From Bomba to Hip Hop: Puerto Rican Culture and 

Latino Identity (Flores 2000). Cultural identity is an ongoing theme in Flores‘ work. In 

particular his interest is in migration to the U. S. and the ways migration is inextricably 

linked to issues of identity and race. Flores  --  like Gilroy and others  --  sees the past 

history of slavery, colonization and U.S. imperialism as central factors in deciphering the 

identity issues that unify and challenge Latinos. While Flores mentions nueva canción 

only once as follows: ―Another new group which surfaced in 1998 calls itself Viento de 

Agua and its skillful fusion of sounds from jazz, salsa, rock and nueva canciόn with the 

familiar plena and bomba stylistic features has made their CD, De Puerto Rico Al Mundo 

a significant hit, both in the US and in Puerto Rico‖ (2000:226).  

Reggaetón, an anthology edited by Raquel Rivera and Deborah Pacini Hernandez, 

explores the social, political and musical factors that came together in Puerto Rico during 
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the 90s to shape an amazing popular genre.  Contributors examine the ways that Puerto 

Rican, Cuban, Dominican, Panamanian and New York identities play a role in this new 

form of artistic expression.  

 Ruth Glasser‘s My Music Is My Flag: Puerto Rican Musicians and their New York 

Communities, 1917-1940 (Glasser 1995) offers insight into politically-charged music by 

Puerto Ricans such as Rafael Hernández, a key figure in Puerto Rican musical history, and 

the composer of ―La borinqueña.‖  The latter is a song that Glasser describes as 

―simultaneously the concrete production of a commercial recording industry (a) calculator 

of ethnic identity and a form of subversive political protest during a trying time. ―La 

borinqueña‖ became a theme song according to Glasser. 

 "Lamento Borincano," also known as "Lamento Jíbaro," was first 

recorded in 1930 by Canario y Su Grupo. It quickly became an enormous 

hit and an unofficial Puerto Rican national anthem, and it still has that 

status today. "Lamento Borincano" tells the story of a Puerto Rican jíbaro, 

a subsistence farmer from the mountainous interior of the island who goes 

into town to sell, as author Edward Rivera somewhat facetiously puts it, 

the ''bag or two of tubers" that "his scrappy patch of land has thrown up." 

Unfortunately, when he gets to the town, he discovers that [the market] is 

closed up, a casualty of the Depression and increasingly difficult 

subsistence for Puerto Rican small farmers since the American invasion in 

1898. The jíbaro returns to his home crushed, his dreams of a better life 

shattered (Glasser 1995:163). 

 

While Hernández and this music is from an earlier era, the issues are ones that nueva 

canción still attempts to addresses.  Glasser also notes the lack of scholarship on Puerto 

Rican music and notes the difficulties black Puerto Ricans faced in New York ―over 

struggles of racial and ethnic identity among Puerto Ricans and other Latino settlers‖ 

(1995:10). Her book is intended to fill gaps within the history of Puerto Rican migration 

experience. Like many others, she notes that Puerto Rican history has too often 
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overshadowed by Cuban music, which has been more thoroughly researched and 

examined. Glasser claims that ―it has become a truism that [Latin American] popular 

music in New York equals Cuban music, even though Puerto Ricans have for many years 

been among the field‘s most prolific performers and composers‖ (1995:3). The chapter 

―In My House Music was Eaten for Breakfast‖ gives the reader a sense of the importance 

of music in the daily life of some Puerto Ricans.  

Raquel Rivera‘s book New York Ricans from the Hip-Hop Zone examines 

the history of hip-hop music within the New York Puerto Rican community, whose 

members been instrumental in its development.  Rivera argues that Puerto Rican 

contributions to hip hop have been consistently downplayed or misinterpreted as a 

defection from Puerto Rican culture and identity and a move toward African American 

culture. According to Rivera, through hip-hop, Puerto Ricans have expanded the 

boundaries of their culture and identity.  Subsequently she also makes the point that 

Puerto Rican culture and music is frequently overshadowed by the music of Cuba and 

that Puerto Rican contributions to American traditions go unrecognized.  

 CENTRO: Journal of the Center for Puerto Rican Studies is published by the 

Center for Puerto Rican Studies at Hunter College, CUNY. The journal ―offers scholarly 

articles in the humanities and social sciences as well as interpretive essays, interviews, 

fiction, reviews and all reflecting developments in the field of Puerto Rican studies‖ since 

its beginnings (1999).
16

 The publication has included a wide range of articles on music 

covering everything from salsa and reggaetόn to punk and rock and roll. Important 

                                            
16 http://www.centropr.org/journal/index.html 

http://www.centropr.org/journal/index.html
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articles on music appearing in the journal have included Basilio Serrano‘s ―Puerto Rican 

Musicians of the Harlem Rennaissance‖ (Serrano 2007) and ―Mire: yo soy y estoy aqui: 

Rafa Negiones Pan Dulce and the Sonic Latinje of San Franciso,‖ a piece about nightclub 

music and culture in the gay Puerto Rican subculture in San Francisco.  While research 

on nueva canción has not yet been published in this journal, it would seem to be a good 

venue for future research and commentary on the subject of new song. 

Cuban music has been the subject of more in-depth research due to its 

international reputation. While researchers writing about Cuban music may mention 

Puerto Rican music only in passing, it is nonetheless worthwhile for scholars of both 

Puerto Rican and Cuban music to be aware of one another‘s work.  For example, James 

Robbins‘ examination of the Cuban Son as Form, Genre and Symbol (1990), takes a 

close look at the ambiguities of the music genre son, which is also found in Puerto Rico.  

At the same time Moore‘s ―Transformation in Cuban Nueva Trova 1965-1995‖ (2003) is 

essential reading for insight into the Cuban Revolution and its effects on music, including 

new song traditions. 

With the population of stateside Puerto Ricans numbering more than four million 

and exceeding that of Puerto Ricans living on the island, any future study of Puerto Rican 

music would benefit from an examination of Puerto Rican music culture in the U.S. as 

well as on the island.  
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Chapter 2: Lourdes Pérez 

 

Family Heritage, Ethnic Heritage, Musical Heritage 

Lourdes Pérez was born Bernardita de Lourdes Pérez on February 12, 1961.  She 

began singing as a child with her seven brothers and sisters in Hato Arriba, San 

Sebastián, Puerto Rico, a community with a rich tradition of musical improvisation.
17

 

Singing was a part of her daily life. Her political sensibilities were encouraged and 

shaped by a politically active father, a mother who taught elementary school, and several 

siblings returning from college. She was aware of the political unrest that was growing in 

her country from an early age because her parents were involved citizens with 

progressive politics. 

With her siblings, Lourdes sang as a young child in fundraisers for imprisoned 

workers and protested on behalf of the working class. In these ways she is directly linked 

to a "pan-class tradition" that brought together the urban educated classes with blue-collar 

workers. During the 1960s, while the U.S. was experiencing anti-war protests, working-

class communities in Puerto Rico came together with college and high school students to 

express concern over the Vietnam War, Puerto Rican independence, and ongoing 

conflicts at the University of Puerto Rico, some related to the presence of ROTC officers 

on campus (Domínguez 2010). 

Pérez‘s entire family was involved in community music making. Older sisters 

                                            
17 San Sebastián and the nearby town, Moca, are known for improvisational festivals that 

include music, poetry and seasonal performances. 
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participated in estudiantinas, celebratory gatherings that brought together the community 

and included music, poetry presentations, bright costumes and storytelling. Through 

participation they learned -- in part -- an older Spanish repertoire. Her siblings also 

brought home political music and songs from the university.  

 In interviews I asked Pérez about her early involvement with music and her first 

exposure to political songs. 

TH- When and how did you become involved in this music? 

 

LP- My family was very progressive. They were considered leftists and in 

Puerto Rico not many people were considered leftist.  What happened 

when we were growing up…my sister who was in estudiantinas.  

[They‘re] a Spanish tradition, [the musicians] have ribbons, they play 

guitars, accordions, and they sing songs from Spain. There are a lot of 

mixed-up traditions in Puerto Rico having to do with Spain from way 

back. But they had a ―tuna‖ and these were some of the first songs I 

learned.
18

  

 

TH- Do you perform any of those songs now? 

 

LP- No, I just learned them and then my sisters went off to the university 

in the 60‘s, then I learned from the student movement, music of social 

protest with political content, in the late 60‘s. It was a real heated 

environment at the University of Puerto Rico in the 60‘s. There I was 

introduced to (the music of) Roy Brown. This was also called ―música 

protesta‖ because it was related to the student movement. To me [the 

movement] was very limited. I don‘t refer to my music that way. But any 

way, they [my sisters] started to bring the music home. Another guy who 

was very important [to me] was ―El Topo.‖ He was from my hometown. 

 

Pérez is quick to pay respect to her ethnic heritage, which she claims as a Puerto 

Rican includes African and indigenous Indian as well as Spanish roots. While the roots of 

her Hispanic heritage are obvious in the language, music, and texts she performs, the 

African connection she claims is less obvious. She draws attention to the tight, jet-black 

                                            
18

 ―Tuna‖ is shorthand for estudiantina according to Pérez. 
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curls that frame her fair-complexioned face and claims these are one indicator of her 

African heritage.  Brah reminds us that "Black can have different cultural meanings in 

different contexts‖ (Brah 1992:128).  Brah sees ―black‖ as one of most contested terms of 

our times and in particular emphasizes the interplay of this concept in questions of 

difference. While Brah is primarily concerned with the ongoing debate in Britain  about 

African-Caribbean and south Asian people, her examination of the term ―Black‖ and the 

complexity of its meaning is applicable in the U.S. as it is Britain or the Caribbean. Her 

summation applies to Lourdes Pérez. Brah says, ―In their need to create new political 

identities, dominated groups will often appeal to bonds of common cultural experiences 

to create new political identities and mobilize their constituency‖ (Brah 1992:128). West-

Duran counters: ―Making a statement of your blackness [In Puerto Rico] is often viewed 

as socially separatist, even unpatriotic,‖ (West-Duran 2003:147). Duran does note that 

many Puerto Ricans are becoming more aware of the island‘s African heritage than they 

have been in the past  

 To fully explore the significance African ethnicity to Pérez  --  whether she refers 

to biological heritage or musical heritage  --  it is necessary to understand the meaning of 

this identity within the Puerto Rican community. The message Pérez intends to convey in 

her references to African roots is that she is in solidarity with all her countrymen and 

women. In describing her own musical repertoire and aesthetics, Pérez draws upon styles 

and genres taken from the folk traditions of the jíbaros: rural, mostly European-

descended people from inland Puerto Rico. Pérez sometimes refers to the music she 

performs as ―jíbaro music‖ in homage to the farmers and the people who work the land.  
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For Pérez, this means that she sings the songs of the people, her native puertorriqueños, 

and (at least discursively, if not musically) honors the tri-partite cultural heritage of the 

island. 

Pérez also admires Atahualpa Yupanqui‘s contributions to folkloric music and 

mentions him in the context of her discussion of jíbaro music: 

LP- To me, he (Yupanqui) is one of the building blocks of that (traditional, 

socially conscious) music. It‘s because of the work he did to expose the 

[plight of the] peasantry their living conditions, and the hope that people 

found in the music, the spirit of the music [His spirit was] a hopeful and 

fighting spirit. I got a lot from him. He made an incredible impression.  

  

While she refers to much of her music as nueva canciόn, periodically she uses the 

terminology ―new troubadour" or "trovador," terms that are synonymous with nueva 

trova, the term coined by Silvio Rodríguez and Pablo Milanés and used in Cuba. 

 I asked her about her use of the different terms:  

LP- There is a lot of debate about nueva canciόn:  is it dead, is it alive is it this, it 

is that?  To me [the musical tradition and the music] is very alive. It is a tradition 

of [drawing from] basic folkloric rhythms and folkloric traditions at the same time 

that you address issues of concern in whichever place you find yourself at the 

moment. So I am more of a contemporary nueva trova troubadour. [My music] is 

more contemporary (Pérez 2000, p.c.).  

 

Lourdes Pérez, who comes out of this tradition, pays tribute to nueva canciόn in each 

performance, and is and has always been politically active, whether as a social worker 

involved with AIDS education or as a singer addressing human rights concerns.
19

 These 

are some of the reasons that she has chosen to self-identify as a trovadora and as a part of 

the nueva canciόn tradition. 

                                            
19

 As noted, Pérez worked as a case worker --  a social worker --  when she first arrived 

in New York, attending to clients in Harlem and Brooklyn. 
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It was not until the late 1980s, when Pérez was in her late 20s, that she began to think 

seriously about singing professionally.  And it was not until 1990  --  as she was nearing 

30 years of age  --  that she began to compose. Less than three years later, she began 

actively performing and recording. A turning point, which I witnessed, occurred in 1995. 

After opening for Mercedes Sosa at the University of Texas Bass Concert Hall, Pérez 

decided that she had to focus full-time on singing. The next day, Sosa gave her a voice 

lesson in the Austin airport as she headed out of town to the next stop on her tour. The 

lesson consisted of breathing and vocal exercises. Annette D'Amato, Sosa‘s companion 

and her manager, was quick to encourage Pérez. D‘Amato told Pérez that she would 

provide her with the support she needed to launch her career.  Just a few days after the 

Austin concert, Pérez received an invitation to join Sosa for multiple performances in the 

Boston area. This was encouraging; once Lourdes Pérez had made a decision to seriously 

pursue singing and composition, opportunities followed. 

 

Issues of Identity:  Pérez and Jíbaro Music 

Peter Manuel explains that  

The Puerto Rican jíbaro (peasant, implicitly white) has always 

occupied a special place in discourse on national character, being 

eulogized – or in some cases disparaged  --  of (as, maybe?) the 

personification of quintessentially indigenous traits. Nineteenth and early 

twentieth century aristocratic literature from Manuel Alonso‘s El Jíbaro to 

Pedreira‘s Insularismo, also idealized and praised, however 

paternalistically and nostalgically, the jíbaro‘s legendary hospitality, 

simplicity, self sufficiency and individuality, his wary evasiveness and 

dissembling deferentiality in the face of authority. The jíbaro has often 

been regarded as representing the core of national identity and was 

celebrated as such by Luis Muñoz Marín‘s Partido Popular Democrático, 
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(PPD) which chose a silhouette of a straw hatted jíbaro as its logo 

(Manuel 1994:256) 

  

Pérez has occasionally incorporated the contested term jíbaro into the definition of her 

own compositional style. It is safe to say there is no a singular definition of what ―jíbaro‖ 

means, although the term is generally used to refer to mountain people, rural people, 

peasants, farmers, farm workers, and the like.  For Pérez, reference to the term is a way of 

expressing affection for her Puerto Rican roots and connectedness to working-class or 

lower socio-economic communities. Like the term ―folk,‖ it is a loaded one. 

Manuel goes on to describe the less frequent use of the term by the urban young but 

acknowledges that the music still occupies a place in ―festivals, rural parties and in the 

repertoire of innovators like Andrés ―El Jíbaro‖ Jiménez.  In his investigation of jíbaro 

image and instrumentation in Hawaii and Puerto Rico, Ted Solís describes the ways in 

which Hawaiian jíbaros held to their ―jíbaro-ness ― and Ameridian Taino-ness‖ (Solís 

1995).  Solís describes the jíbaro label as ―implicitly and sometimes explicating rejecting 

the two-race model of pan –Puerto Rican identity‖ and ―the jíbaro image in Puerto Rico 

as a poor and somewhat embarrassing country cousin.‖ 

A number of scholars have examined the term and its various references, including 

Donald Thompson (1973); Jane Tumas-Serna (1992); and Frances Aparicio (1998). Early 

sources that use the term include El Jíbaro -- mentioned above -- written in 1849 by a 

Puerto Rican student, and El Campesino Puertorriqueño (1887) by Francisco del Valle 

Atiles, a physician, to name just a few.  

Not a great deal of in-depth research has been done on the topic of jíbaro music in 

Puerto Rico, although the concept of ―el jíbaro‖ is deeply rooted in Puerto Rican culture. 



42 
 

In Cayey, Puerto Rico, the monument – el Monumento al Jíbaro Puertorrequeño  --  

stands in a central location; it is a tourist attraction and an affirmation of Puerto Rico‘s 

rural past.  

 

Identity and Women’s Music  

I have explained that Pérez‘s music does not fit neatly into the category of the 

―women's music‖ (a category associated with a movement of the 1970s by the same 

name), primarily because she does not see herself only as a women‘s musician or a 

lesbian. Her music is not solely about women, nor is she intent on presenting primarily to 

that audience. There are not many ―out‖ Latina musicians, and although she is one of them 

she does not want to be restricted by any single aspect of her persona. Even so, her sexual 

orientation and her physical presence have been described in this way on her website: 

An openly Lesbian, big woman, Lourdes Pérez is often found 

performing in unexpected places and contexts, crossing barriers of race, 

gender and cultural stereotypes with her disarming voice as a passport. 

She has performed in the war zones of Chiapas for Zapatista indigenous 

communities as one of few Puerto Ricans, as the only woman trovadora 

in festivals in Mexico and Puerto Rico, and as the only non-English 

language artist on the pop-rock-folk collaborative tour with the Indigo 

Girls and other singer-songwriters in the "Suffragette Sessions.
20

  

 

Pérez explained in an interview with a journalist that she sees the issue of sexuality as 

one of many subjects she addresses in her music.  

Interviewer- What kind of response have you received [to pieces of yours 

that address your sexual orientation]?  … The theme of women loving 

                                            
20

 http://www.lourdesperez.com 
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women is there, but it's not pounding you over the head.  Have you 

received a response?   

LP- My style is that I don't pound people with my music. If you want to 

hear it fine. When I performed "Yo Parí una Luchadora" [I Was Born a 

Figher] for the first time, the audience was a great crowd. [My] mother 

was there. People laughed - the song is very feisty and smart-ass. The 

other places I've played, the people who understood Spanish got a kick out 

of it. In Seattle, I explained it to a mostly Anglo audience and they loved it 

and cracked up. People have liked it, but sometimes you get that silence. 

It's risky in a way. But it's a way to continue working on my identity as a 

singer, and as a lesbian. I treat the issue of lesbianism as very honest and 

matter of fact, inseparable from the rest of my life and family. This is who 

I am and this is what I am writing. When I perform, I want to use the stage 

as a way people can understand each other. I'm usually not that blatant, but 

on "Yo Parí una Luchadora," I decided to and add some folk sound to it, 

and have some fun with it. Usually a décima.
21

 

The renaissance of ―women‘s music,‖ a movement devoted to music by and for women, 

was brought about by lesbians and feminists that included musicians Holly Near, Melissa 

Etheridge, Bonnie Raitt, Margie Adam, Cris Williamson and Meg Christian, along with 

groups including Sweet Honey and the Rock and the Indigo Girls. The first record label 

devoted to women‘s music, Olivia Records, appeared in 1973 and was created by Meg 

Christian and a collaborative group that included Cris Williamson. 

                                            
21 The décima is a form of folk song. It was one of the most popular song forms in 

fifteenth-century Spain and has had a very strong presence in Latin America, especially 

Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Mexico, as well as Brazil, Argentina, and elsewhere. ―Décima‖ 

refers to a ten-line stanza of poetry, and the song form often consists of forty-four lines 

(an introductory four-verse stanza followed by four ten-line stanzas). The décima may 

reference a wide range of subject matter including themes that are philosophical, 

religious, lyrical, and political. Humorous décimas typically would satirize an individual's 

weakness or foolish act. A decimero, the performer in this genre, would frequently 

challenge the target of the satire or his/her defender to respond in kind with a décima, 

thereby setting up a song duel that tested the originality and wit of contending composers. 

Poetic competitions known as payadas or controversias consist of poets alternating 

improvised décimas. http://www.worldlingo.com 

 

http://www.worldlingo.com/
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While musical expression from this movement addresses social ills and some of the 

same political messages as the peace and civil rights movements of the 1950s and 1960s, 

clear messages about lesbian love and sexuality are also foregrounded. For example 

Holly Near‘s Outspoken Collection (2007) included songs like ―Fired Up‖ about coming 

out along with songs with political songs like ―Voices,‖ referencing the collective voice 

of the ―Indian Nation.‖  Melissa Ethridge‘s more potent album, The Awakening (2005), is 

entirely about her own coming out. Each song in the album conveys messages about 

being gay, female and proud. The titles of the songs themselves are telling: ―Yes I Am;‖ 

―Silent Legacy;‖ ―All American Girl;‖ and ―I‘m the Only One.‖  

Again, these are not the most important messages that Lourdes Pérez wants to 

convey; songs explicitly about women loving women make up about only a small 

percentage of her artistic output. Perhaps if there were a lesbian women‘s music 

movement in Latin America, the story would be different. 

Besides record labels, another important venue in the development of women‘s 

music as a distinct scene/culture has been music festivals. Women‘s music festivals 

emerged in the 1970s and have included the Sacramento State University Music Festival 

(1973); The National Women‘s Festival at Champaign-Urbana (1974); and The Michigan 

Womyn‘s Music Festival (1976). More recently, Lilith Fair (1997-1999, with claims to 

return in 2010) was created by a younger group of female musicians including Ani 

DiFranco and Sarah McLachlan. This traveling festival and concert tour included only 

solo female artists and female-led bands. Key artists included Tracy Chapman, Jewel, and 

Fiona Apple. Plans are in the work to re-launch the fundraiser/festival in 2010. Pérez has 
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not participated in these particular festivals although she has performed with the Indigo 

Girls several times and joined them for a short tour.  

Nevertheless, Pérez regularly performs in alternative spaces that support gay and 

lesbian causes, and she often participates in fundraisers that support gay and lesbian 

organizations. In Musical Experiences of Women, Carol E. Robertson notes that 

―Frequent concerts by music standard bearers of the women‘s movement –such as Holly 

Near, Cris Williamson, Meg Christian, and Casselberry and Dupree, also serve to provide 

points of confluence, cultural consensus. Paramount among these principles that coalesce 

are the right of all people to determine their own sexual political and spiritual selves‖ 

(Robertson 1989:203). In these ways Pérez‘s values are aligned with those of the 

women‘s music movement.   
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CHAPTER 3: A Trans-National Musical Community 

of "Tejano Ricans" 

Because music is humanly organized sound, it expresses aspects of the experience of 

individuals in society. It follows that any assessment of musicality must account for 

processes that are extramusical, and that these should be included in analyses of music. 

John Blacking (1973:89) 

 

In his chapter entitled ―Theory and Method: Ethnography of Music‖ (Meyers: 

1992), Anthony Seeger draws our attention to a number of influential scholars from the 

1970s and 1980s.  Collectively, they determined that the meanings of music vary widely, 

and that understanding the meanings of music necessitate an examination of performance 

contexts. For the purposes of this examination, I will look at how different constituencies 

make up the musical and extra-musical scene that Lourdes Pérez inhabits.  

Beginning in the early 1990s, Pérez constructed a community around her made up 

of musicians, leaders of community organizations, and devoted audiences. Early on, she 

began working actively with other musicians and Latin American groups in around the 

United States, but primarily in Austin, Texas. These musicians included the duo that led 

the ensemble Correo Aereo, with Mexican harpist Abel Rocha and American string 

player and percussionist Madelaine Rocha. Pérez also collaborated with Peruvian 

violinist Javier Chaparro, Chicana drummer Clemencia Zapata, Mexican conjunto 

accordionist Eva Ybarra (Eva Ybarra Y Su Conjunto), Texas-Mexican songstress Tish 

Hinojosa, Chilean cellist María Elena Gaitán, and Mexican vocalists Javier Palacios and 
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Javier Velásquez, among others.  

LP- I had a friend here from Mexico and we just started singing [older 

songs] because we know them. [We are all about the same age] … [For 

each of us there were many] influences that brought us to the music and to 

each other. [In some cases, this included participation in] political 

movements as well as other routes and roads in Latin American, [In 

retrospect] you can see them unfolding. I think coming from Puerto Rico 

is very interesting musically because Puerto Rico is a place where a lot of 

traditions go, stay, come back, [they change] a lot. A lot of [influences] 

come through, and in the poetry I find a lot of influences from the music 

of Parra and Yupanqui; some décima compositions are very similar [to 

their songs]. 

 

  
The collaborative nature of Pérez‘s earliest material is evident on her first compact disc. 

Although the repertoire consists of songs that she often performs as a solo artist, she 

performs with other musicians in various ensemble combinations. The musicians that she 

worked with remained close to her through the first two decades of her career.  

Networking with a number of other Latin Americans, including several artists who also 

referred to their songs as nueva canciόn, Pérez found it possible to perform more widely. 

She collaborated with songwriters living outside of Texas in the process, including 

Venezuelan Irene Farrera, who plays the Venezuelan cuatro, a relative of the guitar.  

Collaborative ―practice‖ took place by sending each other tapes through the mail, the 

"minus one" method. 

Pérez has expressed a strong commitment to her Chicano and Mexican friends here 

and in Mexico. She has stated that now she is in the United States, the larger Latino 

community is one to which she belongs and is committed, and has worked with local 

Chicanos.  Liliana Wilson Grez, for instance, a successful Latina visual artist, painted the 

pointalistic image on the cover of the first CD.  
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According to Pérez, the group of musicians that worked closely with her -- a Texas-

based, pan-Latin musical community -- exchanged their individual music styles and 

repertoires with each other. They found themselves interpreting the songs that they heard 

on the radio or on the phonograph as children, songs their parents had danced to. 

TH –When you come together with your peers, friends from around Latin 

America, you say you are honoring a tradition in your music making 

together. Do you think there is some homesickness? 

 

LP – (Laughter) Yes, there is some of that, but it is also the way of an 

artist. You know you have to do your own work but you need to embrace 

the work of others. One thing that has happened [between all of the 

musicians I‘ve worked with from Latin America] is exchange.  

 

LP- Music represents a form of spiritual health for all of us. Something 

about music makes us happy. We have been in places where we present 

the music to others, for example on [the recent] trip to Palestine. There is 

joy [during the performances] and the children there are happy too, and we 

forget for a moment that there is war. 

 

 

The sense of a shared past is part of the experience for these musicians as they find that 

some of their repertoire permeates collective childhood memories. From the beginning, 

the group‘s shared repertoire was incorporated into house concerts.  In this way, Pérez 

and her community quickly created what Anthony P. Cohen calls "symbolic identity‖ 

(1993: 196). He goes on to describe a community that has drawn its own all-

encompassing border around a pan-hemispheric, imagined landscape. Cohen describes 

what sounds like Middleton‘s cross-connotation: 

Culture is the means by which we make meaning, and with which we make the 

world meaningful to ourselves and ourselves to the world. Its vehicle is the 

symbol. Symbols are quite simply the carriers of meaning. To be effective, 

therefore, they should be imprecise in order that that the largest possible number 

of people can modulate a shared symbol to their wills, to their own interpretive 

requirements. A tightly defined symbol is pretty useless.  They are pragmatic 
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devices invested with meaning through social processes of one kind or another 

(Cohen 1993:196). 

 

Pérez‘s newly created Latino community, ironically, emerged in a Texas where closed 

borders stretching for hundreds of miles have been erected for years against the other 

Americas.  

LP-What gives me a lot of hope is knowing that we have been able to 

push forward the work with [our musical] tradition and have that be a part 

of the experience[in the many different places I‘ve been]. [It encourages 

me that during the performances] we [the musicians] can make the music 

relevant [for our audiences]; the music does not become [nostalgic]. You 

know, there are a lot of [Lain American artists] in popular music 

[hearkening] back to a music that is romantic and that is important [too].  

Certain kinds of traditions need to be revived and honored, but we have to 

[incorporate] what is relevant about what we are doing here, that‘s what 

gives it political content.  In order to make music here you have to use 

what you have, not only to tell people ―this is who I am‖ but to go further 

than that [with your message].  

 

 

 

Performance and Audience 

An expanding list of gigs around Austin and San Antonio, Texas offered Pérez a 

number of opportunities to connect with a variety of audiences in the first ten years of her 

performance career. She looked for every chance to expand beyond her usual venues and 

formats.  Any performance space was acceptable to her, from the large Bass Concert Hall 

on the University of Texas campus to concerts at the homes of wealthy friends of friends 

that she did not always know. In this way she was able to create ―cross-connotation‖ 

(Middleton) for her music and reference more than one cultural marker. 

Non-musical elements such as the occasions and the contexts of music all 

contribute to the definition of the event for participants.  As Tumas-Serna describes it, 
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―performance can be understood as the very act of textualization through the activities of 

the musicians and their relationship to their audience‖ (1992:150). Participation becomes 

the vital connection between performer and audience.‖ In her various forms of 

community outreach, Lourdes Pérez felt it was important to present on ―both sides of the 

track.‖ Like many cities, Austin has a history of a socio-economic and racial divides, in 

this case between east and west. The downtown area is bisected by a imposing central 

freeway (Interstate 35). Pérez lives on the east side while wealthier communities are 

positioned primarily on the west side of town. She has been eager to perform for west 

Austinites whenever the opportunity arose.   

LP –A lot of people [on the west side] were very respectful of [my music] 

and also probably a little annoyed that they liked it so much. But it is the 

eternal conflict of east Austin and west Austin. [I consider it important] to 

go meet people that you might not otherwise meet in your daily life, to 

touch each other and to reach each other with your experience. It is a 

responsibility [for me as an artist]. Because if they are able to go there 

with you and it creates some trust, then at the same time I have a chance to 

talk to people [audience members that I might not know] that I otherwise 

might not have a chance to talk. It is a lot of work. But in politics there is a 

lot of preaching to the converted and if as an artist you don‘t take the 

challenge to go there [your relevance is limited]. I think that is what it 

means to do music in the U.S. You need to move beyond simply your 

personal convictions. [Artists presenting a political message] need to be 

willing to meet people on the other side, without watering down or 

compromising your position.  At the same time I do not preach! 

 

 

 In 1996, Pérez provided music for well-known Latin America author, Gloria 

Anzaldúa, author of Borderlands/La Frontera/La Mestiza, who presented a reading at the 

LBJ Auditorium on the campus of the University of Texas at Austin. Anzaldúa read her 

work and Pérez performed before an audience of approximately 800 people, many of 

whom had not previously heard her. Shortly thereafter, she joined forces with Irene 
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Farrera, the previously mentioned Venezuelan songwriter based in Oregon. They 

presented several concerts at Austin's Victory Grill, formerly a jazz and R&B joint for 

African-American musicians. This event was sponsored by ALGO, Austin Gay and 

Lesbian Organization.  

In ―From Ranchero to Jaitón: Ethnicity and Class in Texas-Mexican Music‖ (Peña 

1983), Manuel Peña looks at norteña music and conjunto-orquesta performances as an 

embodiment of a changing class dynamic as Texas-Mexicans moved from being a 

predominantly rural and working-class society into an increasingly urban, literate, and 

middle-class population. Peña examines performance space as well as musical style and 

its relation to class structure. In the case of Pérez, audience members do not attend her 

shows based solely on a class dynamic but, also because of shared political values. Hall 

describes this community-making dynamic as follows: 

In this sense identifications belong to the imaginary; they are phantasmatic 

efforts of alignment, loyalty, ambiguous and cross corporeal cohabitations, 

they unsettle the ‗I‘; they are sedimentations of the ‘we‘ in the constitution 

of any ‗I‘, the structuring presence of alterity in the very formation of the 

‗I‘. Identifications are never fully and finally made; they are incessantly 

reconstituted and, as such, are subject to the volatile logic of iterability. 

They are that which is constantly marshaled, consolidated, retrenched, 

contested, and on occasion compelled to give away (Hall 1993:16). 

 

Austin venues like Las Manitas Restaurant, La Peña, and Esperanza Peace and Justice 

Organization in San Antonio are central locations for gay and lesbian and often co-

sponsor events with ALGO (Austin Gay and Lesbian Organization). Although none of 

these venues cater exclusively to a gay and lesbian audience, they served as a "home 

base" for Pérez.  ALGO and Esperanza regularly featured her performances in 
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conjunction with CD release events, and she in return provided concerts for their 

fundraisers and special events. Such partnerships were central to the successes of the first 

ten years of her career. Other organizations opened their doors. The Center for Mexican 

American Studies (CMAS) at the University of Texas at Austin sponsored the release 

party for Recuérdate Por Mí (Remember For Me), during which she first referred to 

herself as "Tejano-Rican." 

Beginning in 1996, the list of Pérez‘s performance spaces far exceeded the 

"alternative‖ venues described above. Her other shows took place at the Chicago House 

and the University of Texas Bass Concert Hall, and at festivals including South by 

Southwest, the Michigan's Women‘s Music Festival, and the Kerrville (Texas) Folk 

Festival. 

Are Pérez and her musical community members  –  by which I mean both 

musicians and core audience members  --  seeking to become what Fitzgerald has 

described as "the new ethnicity, [a form of] defiant cultural revival(ism)‖ (Fitzgerald 

1993:85)?  Are they a group that, as Mach claims, may use ethnicity (as) a symbolic 

system that can be activated by members of a group or its leaders expressing different 

principles at different times. (Mach:1993). My answer to both questions is a tentative 

yes. In the case of some audience members, political motivation is a primary concern in 

their attraction to the music, as mentioned. Some audience members that are hearing the 

music for the first time are unaware of the political messages or that all songs will be in 

Spanish. Others attend specifically because they know the songs will be in Spanish.  

They are engaged in a dialogue between cultures about what is shared. 
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Pérez‘s musical community may be defined as "transformative"  (Lawrence 

Grossberg 1996:88), "in the process of becoming a community," moving away from the 

models of oppressed and oppressor and instead focusing on a larger community with 

more emphasis on standing together rather than standing against, on a humanistic focus 

rather than outright resistance. Over the last several years, Pérez's borders have 

expanded dramatically, far beyond the political boundaries that divide Texas and 

Mexico.  

In 2000, Pérez suffered what has been described to me as a "full fledged nervous 

breakdown" or psychotic break. In the midst of growing acclaim and recognition, she 

suddenly found herself unable to function, to sing, or even to talk or to care for herself. 

The recovery took more than one year, and according to D'Amato she had to learn many 

things over again. Both women acknowledged that they live with a number of stressors, 

mostly economic. Leaders from the organizations and venues she had worked with 

rallied around Pérez and D'Amato, providing food and checking in on their well being.  

Pérez began to work again in 2001, and shortly thereafter her career took a new more 

expansive direction. 

 

 “Cosmopolitan” Collaborations –New Directions 

Collaboration was central to Pérez work from the beginning. As she became more 

successful, she reached out to even more non-Texans and/or Texas-based 

Latinos/Latinas, and in new artistic areas.  In an effort to look beyond Austin, she has 

performed with the folk rock group Indigo Girls, the Canadian artist Jane Siberry, and 
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punk rocker Jean Smit. Other collaborators, including classically trained American 

pianist Kay Sparks and British cellist Margaret Coltman Smith, have added new 

dimensions to Pérez's collaborations. She has added dance composition to her repertoire. 

With manager D'Amato, she composed a score of four new works for Austin-based 

Sharir-Bustamante Danceworks. Her multi-disciplinary efforts with choreographer 

Sharir-Bustamante did not end with The Leaf Storm, which debuted in May 2000. Next 

came con flama, a theater piece written by root wynn theater company with 

writer/director Sharon Bridgforth and directed by Laurie Carlos. Pérez then provided the 

music for When, a short film by filmmaker Jen Tsai that included collaborators 

Bridgforth and Carlos, funded by a Rockefeller grant. 

 Over the past ten years (2001-2010), as Pérez has traveled more widely and moved 

from a solo singer-songwriter career in the nueva canción tradition to the performance of 

more globally oriented work. In 2001, Pérez was part of a human rights delegation to 

Vieques.  Her worldwide travels are described in the following way on her website: 

Lourdes Pérez is often found in unexpected places and contexts, crossing 

barriers of race, gender, genre and cultural stereotypes with her disarming 

voice as a passport. She has performed in Vieques for her own people 

[Puerto Ricans]…to end US Navy occupation and destruction of their 

island, in the war zones of Chiapas, Mexico for autonomous Zapatista 

indigenous communities, and in the devastated West Bank and Gaza, 

Palestine for Palestinians living under brutal apartheid, and for Jews 

working to end it.
22

  

 

As her activities have diversified, the descriptors of her musical influences have become 

more elaborate: 

Emerging from the swirling/parallel evolutions and offspring of 

                                            
22

 http://lourdesperez.com website 
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Portuguese fado, Spanish cante jondo, Cape Verdean morna and pan-Latin 

nueva trova, Puerto Rican-born Lourdes Pérez carries on the strong vocal-

and-strings tradition of "longing," memory and soulful testimony as a 

form of celebrating the most human and beloved elements of life. Her 

childhood [was] immersed in the rich, improvisational music traditions 

and oral history of the western mountain region of her island.  She carries 

the pace, the grief, and the strength of the jíbaro forward in the tones of 

her voice and guitar. One of relatively few female trovadoras, Lourdes 

provides an historic contribution as a woman and as an immigrant living 

inside the mainland U.S.
23

 

Interviewer- You have visited the Zapatistas in Chiapas, would you talk a little bit 

about that?  

LP- That has been a life-changing experience. I think it shows what can be 

done when people have a sense of dignity, a sense of history, a sense of 

what's important in terms of human development. I'm not idealizing the 

poverty and horrendous conditions people have dealt with [there]. But at the 

same time, the indigenous communities have been able to organize in a very 

wise way.  They summoned 4,000 people worldwide to come there, and we 

did!  I met people from everywhere. Four thousand people from all over the 

world. The [local indigenous communities give] direction to the Zapatistas, 

it's not the other way around. We saw that in action. We saw the 

development of women as leaders. We saw the struggles of women with 

men and heard them speaking about those things. They are aware that they 

are waging a struggle in Mexico, but they are very aware that the struggle is 

worldwide. [The experience] was very inspirational. I was able to meet other 

artists and write and sing in every community. I sang everywhere. I dragged 

my guitar through the mud and rain for days. We jammed and performed 

together. As an artist, it's so nurturing because every event in the community 

starts and ends with music. Cultural identity, politics, history, 

internationalism is all mixed up together. There is no separation. There 

[exists] the reality of the war, the reality that women get raped, the abuses 

by the army.  People live with all of that and continue building something in 

the midst of it without fear. It was a very powerful experience. This past 

month I was invited back to the area to sing in the 15th Annual Festival de 

Huapango Arribeño in Xichú, Guanajuanto. I was the only woman singer-

songwriter, and only non-Mexican. I was very well received. Annette, my 

manager, and I extended our stay to include Mexico City.  We joined in the 

massive organizing and protest that was in progress surrounding the 

December 22nd massacre of mostly women and children. Since then, the 

Mexican government has sent the military into these indigenous areas. The 
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 http://www.angelfire.com 
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whole experience really affected me in terms of what kind of priorities I 

have when I do my work. I have a deep commitment to their struggle, and 

plan to return to the region.
24

 

 

Since the beginning of Pérez‘s career, music reviews and news articles have noted  

written  her ability to ―communicate across cultures‖ as well as her voice quality and its 

sonority. 

When Lourdes began independently recording and touring in the U.S. and 

drawing mainly English-speaking or mixed-language audiences, it was not 

her words in Spanish, but rather the sound of her "completely enrapturing 

voice," a powerful and vulnerable contralto, that garnered immediate 

attention. Her sparse arrangements weave a sound that is distinctive in its 

use of space and absence, giving musical voice to the inexpressible feeling 

(and loss of feeling) that accompanies the experience of the immigrant, 

exiliado or outcast. She grants musical honor to that which has been left 

behind, killed, forcibly removed or worn away by using silence as sound.
25

 

 

In 2000, Lourdes Pérez  began to more broadly define song types and styles that move 

beyond the Latin American nueva canciόn tradition. In 2006 she performed and recorded 

with Lebanese singer May Nasr. Nasr will join Lourdes Pérez for a tour of Jordan, Syria 

and Lebanon in 2011 (Pérez 2010 p.c.).   

 

Concurrent with Pérez‘s expanding the way she defines her music, she received an 

international award.  The award was particularly important as it came at a time when 

Pérez was eager to perform outside of Austin but did not have the means. In 2006 she 

                                            
22 http://www.rootsworld.com/rw/feature/Pérez.html Interview by Craig Usher from 

Rootsworld.  Craig Usher is from Sacramento, California. He is the editor and publisher 

of Sounds Celebrating Resistance, a newspaper / magazine about political change 

through music. This article was excerpted from Issue No. 4 with permission. 
25 lourdesperez.com website 

http://www.rootsworld.com/rw/feature/perez.html
mailto:src@ix.netcom.com
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was recognized for her work by the United States Artists Fellowship Program.
26

The 

United States Artists non-profit enterprise began in 2005 ―out of an awareness of a 

strange paradox,‖ the recognition that the United States public ―loves art but not 

artists.‖
27

  Four of the wealthiest foundation and corporate entities in the U.S.  --  Ford, 

Rockefeller, Rasmuson and Prudential  --  created a coalition organization and pooled 

funds to annually present 50 artists with unrestricted grants of $50,000 each. ―USA 

Fellowships,‖ as they are known, are given to artists in the visual arts, architecture and 

design, dance, media, arts and crafts, literature, and of course, music.  

Pérez, who received her grant in the second round of awards, joined an impressive 

group of prize winners. Most of the artists are highly productive, and have produced 

notable work without much public attention for a number of years. Many are interested in 

producing art with a global reach. The granting website notes that Lourdes Pérez is 

―committed to performing in community, national, and international settings.”  The 

artists chosen are described as ―America‘s finest who will illuminate the value of artists 

to society.‖  For Pérez, the fellowship and the recognition represent an important stamp 

of approval.  She is included in the ranks of top artists in the U.S. based on the depth of 

her work (Meredith Monk received an award the previous year; Pérez 2010 p.c.). 

For more than a decade, she and Annette D‘Amato had struggled to pay bills, 

were dependent on others for transportation, and often had no money for groceries. The 

grant allowed Pérez to think about composing new material in new locations and gave her 

mobility. Annette D‘Amato applied to medical school the following year and was 

                                            
26

 Lourdes Pérez was named the USA Stevens Fellow in 2006. 
27 http:// www.ustatesartists.org 

http://www.ustatesartists.org/
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accepted.  Lourdes embarked on a 10-country tour with other female artists, traveling 

from Lebanon to Mexico.  The USA Fellows site references the worldwide tour and notes 

her commitment to working in politically challenging situations: 

Traveling and performing internationally as both a singer-songwriter and 

an activist is central to Pérez‘s art and worldview. ―I have strong feelings 

about [political] independence but at the same time tender feelings about 

people,‖ she reflects. ―Those two forces, those two images, keep me from 

losing tenderness toward the day-to-day that makes us who we are. The 

politics aren‘t just what we do outside in the street but the little things we 

do in our home, how we treat each other…I try to find other female 

vocalists wherever I travel, hoping to push other women to write and see 

that it‘s possible,‖ ―The more I‘m able to write the way I want, the more 

connections I make with people across lines. There‘s a recognition of 

dignity. That feeling we all know.‖
28

  

 

The award thus supported a career transition for Lourdes Pérez from local (U.S.- based) 

to global artist. In fact, it accelerated an artistic direction she was already taking with her 

previous trips to Chiapas and Palestine.  Nevertheless, the additional funding and 

recognition provided the means for travel and helped her open many professional doors. 

For the first time she performed at New York‘s Jazz at Lincoln Center. Jazz legend 

Wynton Marsalis was present, actor/ director/ philanthropist Leonard Nimoy served as 

master of ceremonies, and actor Danny Glover made a  special appearance. Pérez work 

was acknowledged by arts leaders as she opened and closed the sets that evening. 

(Lourdes Pérez 2010 p.c.). 

 

                                            
28

 http://www.ustatesartists.org, video 

http://www.ustatesartists.org/
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CHAPTER 4: The Music 1994-2010: Multi-Dimensional Themes of  

  

 

Politics and Empowerment 
 

In this Chapter I provide general information about Lourdes Pérez‘s overall 

recording history, reviewing the spaces where her recordings have place, the musicians 

she collaborated with, and the instrumentation and song forms she has adopted.  I include 

details about the repertoire on two CDs that are typical of her albums,including the title, 

country of origin, and composer for each song, as well as program notes from the 1994 

Recuérdate Por Mí.  In the second half of the chapter, I focus on four specific songs and 

their texts.   

 

Compact Disc (CD) Repertoire 

Each of Pérez‘s six CDs includes a combination of traditional songs, newly composed 

pieces, and works by other nueva canciόn and nueva trova artists whom Pérez admires. A 

seventh CD recorded with a children‘s chorus is not considered here. 

 

Recordings in Performance Spaces  

The majority of Pérez‘s recordings have been live, taking place in public spaces including 

the aforementioned Liberty Grill and Chicago House clubs, Las Manitas restaurant, La 

Peña community center, Esperanza Peace and Justice Center. Pérez also gives concerts in 

private homes where food is served and contributions are invited.  

 

Musicians and Instrumentation  

Pérez‘s recorded performances typically include the singer as soloist, most often 

accompanying herself on guitar. She sings some songs a capella; other pieces she chooses 

to perform as duets with other singers (Javier Palacios and Javier Velásquez, from 

Mexico; Puerto Ricans Miriam and Raul Pérez; Texas-Mexican songstress Tish Hinojosa, 
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etc.).  Some repertoire is accompanied by more elaborated instrumentation, including 

some combination of a dozen instrumentalists including Mexican harpist Abel Rocha and 

American string player and percussionist Madelaine Rocha; Peruvian violinist Javier 

Chaparro; Chicana drummer Clemencia Zapata, Mexican conjunto accordionist Eva 

Ybarra; and Chilean cellist Maria Elena Gaitán; pianist Kay Sparks, shakers are played 

by Madelaine Rocha and others. The Cuban tres is sometimes included. 

 

A sample pan-Latin program follows, representing a typical set Pérez might perform live 

in her concerts, and that she replicates on her CDs: 

 

―Homenaje a Atahualpa Yupanqui‖ (Argentina) by Lourdes Pérez  

―Madrigal‖  byFelipe R. Goyco (Puerto Rico) 

―Jugando en la Cachasa‖ by Lourdes Pérez  

―Boca‖ by Juan Manuel Serrat (Spain) 

―Ahora Seremos Felices‖ by Rafael Hernández (Puerto Rico) 

―A Santa Bárbara‖ - Folkloric (Cuba) 

―Noche de Ronda‖ by Augustín Lara (Mexico) 

―La Vida No Vale Nada‖ by Pablo Milanés  (Cuba) 

―Plena Compilation‖ - Folkloric (Puerto Rico) 

 

Guitar style 

Lourdes Pérez herself plays the guitar. Guitar interludes involve solos and riffs that 

sometimes reference Spanish-style guitar playing. Yet her standard accompaniment 

involves simple strumming and chordal picking styles. Pérez says that she uses a milonga 

rhythm
29

 that references Atahulapa Yupanqui‘s guitar playing (Pérez 2010 p. c.).   

 

 

 

                                            
29

 Milonga- A syncopated folkloric rhythm from Argentina consisting of eight beats with 

accents on the 1st, (sometimes also 2nd) 4th, 5th, and 7th beats:  

[1] 2 3 [4] [5] 6 [7] 8, sometimes also [1] [2] 3 [4] [5] 6 [7] 8 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milonga 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syncopation
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Song Forms/Style 

Pérez composes and performs songs in these forms such as binary, rounded binary, and 

ternary (i.e., ABA; ABABAB; AABBCC).  Many songs are strophic  and in duple or 

triple and compound meters.  She employs traditional Latin American forms that  include 

the canción, plena, bomba, décima, danza, aguinaldo, seis and son.  

 

Scales/Modes 

 Pérez‘s songs are primarily in major and minor keys.  She uses Arabic-influenced modes 

in several songs since traveling to the Middle East.  

 

Text and Poetry 

Themes range from nostalgic and romantic texts about family, love, and strength of 

character to strident and sociopolitical statements that address sexuality, war, inequality 

and poverty.  

 

An Overview of Recuérdate Por Mi (Remember for Me) 1994 

On this particular release, Pérez includes 13 songs: 9 originals, 1 traditional folkloric 

song, and 3 songs by other artists that she claims as influences. I‘ve picked this release 

because it is representative of her standard repertoire and incorporates a group of 

musicians and instrumentation that is also characteristic. She is joined here by her sister 

Miriam Pérez and brother Raul Pérez as well as musicians Abel Rocha on harp and 

Madeleine Rocha on violin. 

 

In the notes Pérez writes: 

 

It is important to me to pay tribute to the people who have given me the music. The 

people of my hometown (Hato Arriba, San Sebastián, Puerto Rico) keep the tradition 

of music and improvisation very much alive. In Colindancia with Copa de Moca, 

children grow up singing. The rawness of the “versadores” always impressed me as 

I watched them sing to the beauty of the day or to a loved one, making up every 

single word as they went. 
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It has been a long time away from home, from our front porch, dividing up the 

harmonies. I am honored that my sister, Miriam, and my brother Raul were able to 

collaborate with me on this album. 

 

I love the hands that brought me up, the conflicts and contradictions of my 

upbringing, and the message of hope that I learned somewhere in between.  

 

I am grateful for the tradition of Nueva Trova, the Nueva Canción Latinamericana. 

The creation of nueva[s] canciónes continues because the struggle for the basic 

right to live and love with dignity is far from over. We must know our history and 

remember for each other.  

 

Canciones       Composer 

―Jugando en la cachaza‖     Lourdes Pérez  

―Tengo la vida‖      Lourdes Pérez  

―Compañeras‖       Lourdes Pérez  

―Qué te puedo decir‘      Lourdes Pérez  

―La Carta‖       Violeta Parra of Chile 

―Que Soledad‖      Lourdes Pérez  

―Días y Flores‖      Silvio Rodríguez of Cuba 

―Luisa Capetillo‖      Lourdes Pérez  

―Sin Protocolo ―      Lourdes Pérez  

―Homenaje a Atahualpa‖     Lourdes Pérez  

―Recuérdate por mí‖      Lourdes Pérez  

―En Mi Viejo San Juan‖     Noel Estrada of Puerto Rico 

―Plenas‖       Folkloric-Puerto Rico 

 

 

The Songs: Four Musical Examples 

 

Tengo la Vida en las Manos, by Lourdes Pérez  

This ABABAB form of this strophic song is typical of the classic folkloric 

melodies Pérez performs.  Its lyrics reference the power of work, love and life. Pérez‘s 

singing, here and in other pieces, features significant amounts of rubato as part of an 

emotive vocal style.  The solo vocal line is accompanied with arpeggiated chords in the 

guitar accompaniment and includes four verses with a repeated C Section. Reminiscent of 

Violeta Parra‘s ―Gracias a la Vida,‖ and harmonically similar, beginning in E Minor and 
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moving to B7 in the chorus with additional D Major and G Major chords, closing with G 

Major. The text asserts a philosophy that values the individual and the simple pleasure of 

being alive. The feminist message ―because I am a woman‖ and a grandmother‖ suggests 

the strength of women throughout generations. 

 

Tengo la Vida en los Manos  I Have Life in My Hands 

Decía con voz de trueno  She used to say with a voice of thunder 

Con autoridad de abuela  With the authority of a grandmother   

Tengo confianza en la vida  I have confidence in life  

Porque la vida es mi escuela  Because life is my school 

 

Tengo la vida, tengo la vida  I have life, I have life 

Tengo la vida en las manos  I have life in my hands 

Es consecuencia de ser mujer  It is the consequence of being a woman 

Es consecuencia de ser humano It is the consequence of being human 

 

No tengo yo pretenciones  I don‘t have pretensions 

De sabia ni de elocuente   About my knowledge or eloquence 

Solo tengo estas dos manos  I only have these two hands 

Y la historia de mi gente  And the history of my people 

 

Tengo la vida, tengo la vida  I have life, I have life 

Tengo la vida en las manos  I have life in my hands 

Es consecuencia de ser mujer  It is the consequence of being a woman 

Es consecuencia de ser humano It is the consequence of being human 

 

No sé de libros ni prosa  I don‘t know of books, nor prose 

No sé de verbos ni adverbios  I don‘t know of verbs or adverbs 

Se que amor [es?] igual a rosa I know that love is equal to the roses  

Y sé de tus ojos negros  And I know of your black eyes 

 

Tengo la vida, tengo la vida… I have life, I have life… 

 

Sé templar una guitara  I know how to tune a guitar 

Sé contrar (cantar) una tonada I know how to sing a melody 

Pues cantar es otra forma  Because to sing is another form  

De expandir entera el alma  Of expanding your entire soul 

 

Tengo la vida, tengo la vida… I have life, I have life… 
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La Carta, by Violeta Parra of Chile 

This powerful and dramatic song in a compound duple meter is a well-known 

composition that has been performed by many artists. Distinctly political and sung in the 

first person, it addresses a young woman‘s struggle. The narrative of revolutionaries with 

guitar in hand and a voice to speak, supported by ―seven other brothers, siete hermanos,‖ 

is as potent a message today as when it was written. This is a monumental song in the 

history of nueva canción and nueva trova: The message of strength, determination and 

motivation against injustice through solidarity is powerfully stated. Lourdes is joined by 

her brother Raul Pérez , who echoes the central vocal line in an evocative way, 

suggesting the voice of the imprisoned brother Roberto (see lyrics). 

 

La Carta    The Letter 

Me mandaron una carta   I received a letter  

Por el correo temprano  in the mail earlier 

En esa carta me dicen    In that letter they tell me  

Por toda la población   that my brother was taken to jail 

Que cayό preso me hermano  they handcuffed him  

Y sin compasión con grillos   And without compassion  

Por la calle lo arrastraron   And dragged him down the street 

Sí     Yes 

 

La carta dice el motivo  The letter states his motive 

Que ha cometido Roberto  What Roberto did  

Haber apoyado el paro  was to support a strike 

Que ya se había resuelto  that had already been resolved 

Si acaso eso es un motivo  If that is a motive  

Sargento    Sargeant  

Con las dos manos vacías  with my empty hands 

Sí     Yes 

 

Yo que encuentro tan lejos  I am so far away,  

Esperando esa noticia   awaiting the news 

Me viene a decir la carta  the letter tells me 
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Que en mi patria   that in my country 

No hay justicia   There is no justice  

Los hambrientos piden pan  the hungry ask for bread 

Plomo les da la milicia  The military gives them lead 

Sí     Yes 

 

Habráse visto insolencia  Such insolence 

Barbarie y alebrosia    barbarism and evil intent 

De presentar el Trabuco  They set things up 

Y matar a sangre fría   and kill in cold blood 

A quien defensa no tiene  Defenseless people  

Sí     Yes 

 

La carta que me mandaron  The letter they sent me 

Me pide contestaciόn   asks for an answer 

Por toda la poblaciόn   throughout the population 

Yo pido que se propague  I request that it be known 

Que el león es un saguinario  that the lion is bloodthirsty   

En toda generaciόn   in all of its generations 

Sí     Yes 

 

Por suerte tengo guitarra   I am lucky to have a guitar 

Y también tengo mi voz  I also have my voice 

Tambien tengo siete hermanos and also seven other brothers 

Fuera del que se engrillό  Besides the one who got arrested 

Todos revolucionarios   All are revolutionaries 

Con el favor de mi dios  By the grace of my god 

Sí     Yes 

Sí     Yes 
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Luisa Capetillo, by Lourdes Pérez  

 

This story-like song in ABBBBA form consists of six verses or coplas and references the 

boldness of a young woman who chooses to dress like a man. Lourdes Pérez presents it in 

a dramatic almost declarative style. From the CD notes we learn that during the 1900‘s a 

Puerto Rican labor organizer and feminist decided to dress in men‘s clothing and walk 

down the streets of Havana, Cuba. She was arrested and this event made news throughout 

the region. 

 

Luisa Capetillo    Luisa Capetillo 

 

Por las callas de la Habana   Through the streets of Havana 

Con la mano en el bolsillo   With her hands in her pockets 

Caminando despacito    Walking slowly 

Va Luisa Capetillo    There goes Luisa Capetillo 

 

Con Brillantina y perfume   With brillcrème and cologne 

Se peinó su cabello    She fixed her hair 

Pantallón almidonado    Pants starched 

De cero, su billetera    Her leather billfold empty 

 

Un reloj y ese sombrero   Pocket watch and that hat 

De ola, negros sus zapatos   And those black shoes 

Confusión reinó en la calle   Confusion reigned in the streets 

No faltaron los relatos    There was no end to the gossip 

 

―Que desgracia!‖ dijo el juez   ―What a disgrace!‖ said the judge 

―Sacrilegio!‖ gritό el cura   ―Sacrilege!‖ said the priest 

Sonriendo va sabiendo   Smiling she went, knowing 

De los hombres la locura   The madness of men 

 

Que valor tienes, hermana   How brave you are sister 

Despues que pasó la euforia   After the euphoria passed 

Tu nombre quedό grabado   Your name stayed engraved 

En los labios de la historia   On the lips of history 

 



67 
 

Por las callas de la Habana   Strolling through the streets of Havana 

Con la mano en el bolsillo   With her hands in her pockets 

Caminando despacito    Walking slowly 

Va Luisa Capetillo    There goes Luisa Capetillo 

 

 

Homenaje a Atahualpa Yupanqui, by Lourdes Pérez  

 

Pérez  has written homenajes (tribute/honor songs) throughout her career and has been  

invited to write and perform tributes for writers and cultural leaders, including Gloria 

Anzaldúa, Américo Paredes, Thenjiwe Mtintso, Angela Davis, Gloria Steinem, Mililani 

Trask, Rodolfo Anaya, the Zapatistas, Jennifer Harbury and Leonard Peltier. Pérez 

dedicates ―Homenaje a Atahualpa Yupanqui‖ to one of her heroes, as noted previously. 

The ballad is presented a capella and in a dramatic and declarative spoken-sung style. 

Yupanqui himself was known for this declarative way of reciting poetry. 

 

Homenaje a Atahualpa Yupanqui   Tribute to Atahualpa Yupanqui  

      

Me he enterado ayer, señores I found out yesterday, ladies and 

gentlemen, 

Que se nos murió Atahualpa    that Atahualpa died 

A donde irán a parar     I wonder where the melodies 

Las coplas de su guitara    of his guitar will go 

 

Que pena sienten los ríos    How sad are the rivers 

Que chiquita la quebrada    How small the creeks 

Se callan los pajaritos     The birds have become quiet 

Que sola la madrugada    How lonely the down 

Que no se muera la copla    May his music never die 

Que no muera tu esperanza    May your hope never die 

 

Te canto desde muy lejos    I sing to you from far away 

Y me tiembla la tonada    And my voice trembles 

Hasta el pulso se me pierde    My hands are shaking 

Se me desespera el alma    My soul despairs 

Que no se muera la copla    May the music never die 
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Que no muera tu esperanza    May your hope never die 

 

Que te accompañen memorias   May the memories of your 

De la vida que adoramos    Cherished life accompany you 

A veces, yo te imagino    Sometimes, I imagine you 

Conversando con el alba    Conversing with the dawn 

Con Victor y la Violeta    With Victor [Jara] and Violeta [Parra] 

Intercambiando tonadas    Exchanging tunes 

Pá que no muera la copla    So that your music won‘t die 

Que no muera la esperanza    So that your hope won‘t die 

 

Que en un brillante campito    May it be that in a shiny 

Cantes tú, con tu garganta    little patch of grass 

Al mismo dios deleitando    You sing with your throat 

Desde el verde de tu Pampa    Delighting God himself 

Pá que no muera la copla    From the green of your fields  

Que no muera tu esperanza    So that your music never dies 

       So that your hope never dies  
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CONCLUSION: A SPACE BETWEEN IDENTITIES 

 

 

There are other ways, other ways to be a Puerto Rican, 

 a trovadora, a woman.  Lourdes Pérez 

 

The world is becoming a smaller place, but the ways in which we are invited to 

participate it and the dialogues that require our participation are epic in proportion.  Our 

actions do have consequences. The recent BP oil spill represents one example, 9/11 

another.  It is more important than ever to insist on who we are.  

Through her music, Pérez draws attention to issues of consequence:  the murders 

of native Abejas Indians in Chiapas; the toxicity of the environment in Vieques, Puerto 

Rico, where U.S. testing has caused terminal health problems; and the poverty and forced 

dislocation of Palestinians in the Gaza Strip. In the nueva canción tradition and through a 

highly personalized and intimate discourse, Pérez makes an effort to bring moral 

concerns to our attention. Again, like the Suyá, she believes her music has great power:  

Singing allowed individuals to create and express certain aspects of themselves, it 

established and sustained a feeling of euphoria with ceremony and it related the 

present to the powerful and transformative past. The Suyá would sing because 

through song they could re-establish the good and beautiful in the world and also 

relate themselves to it. Suyá would sing because through singing they could restore 

certain kinds of order in their world and also create new kinds of order in it 

(Seeger 1987:128).  

 

For Gilroy as well, music is a particularly significant conduit not only because of its 

ability to express the ―unsayable,‖ but also because ―it challenges the privileged 

conceptions of language and writing as preeminent expressions of human consciousness." 

Additionally, it offers an arena for performed debates about modernity (Gilroy 1993:74). 
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 Certainly the transformations in Lourdes Pérez‘s music can be seen through the lens 

of globalization and the critical perspective of writers examining that phenomenon over 

the last 20 years. Like Tomlinson and Gilroy, Turino asks questions about what factors 

are at play when local culture is brought into national and transnational markets. He 

makes the case that ―colonialization, nationalism and cosmopolitanism,‖ three 

phenomena often understood in opposition to one another, are linked in important ways 

and that together they are intensifying and accelerating a neo-colonial expansion.  He 

asserts they are creating a ―cosmopolitan loop‖ that contributes to what we now refer to 

as global culture (Turino 2000:8).  

In our ―deterritorialized‖ living rooms where social and cultural practices are 

frequently experienced some distance from their point of origin, we discover details 

about the global issues of the day that would have eluded us in the recent past.  

Tomlinson defines this tendency as ―the cultural condition of globalization,‖ ―the 

weakening or dissolution of the connection between everyday lived culture and territorial 

location (Tomlinson: 1999:128).  Lourdes Pérez has the moral disposition and the 

dedication to respond to twenty-first century circumstances of this nature with a song. 

Following trips to Chiapas and Vieques and while preparing to sing at Palestinian refugee 

camps, Pérez was quoted in the Puerto Rico Herald as saying: 

 

LP-We are going to learn how these people live in one of the refugee 

camps.  And at this point in history, when there is such tight control on the 

media, there are still areas, such as in poetry, where there is no censure. If 

I can speak for others, I do it. 
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 Lourdes Pérez sees no contradiction in engaging in and celebrating her 

membership in a global community while presenting and adapting her own tradition to 

the same community. This is a ―cosmopolitan‖ way of participating (Tomlinson, Turino).  

Her songs may be in Spanish but the message is universal, to her way of thinking. 

Always a Puerto Rican and a Latina first -- but comfortable calling herself  a ―Tejana-

Rican‖ -- Pérez moved toward the world music stage in the 1990‘s, but never with the 

kind of commercial success of other pop musicians from Latin America.  Nevertheless, 

her performance sphere expanded rapidly.  

In the 90‘s she claimed that all her life she had avoided TV and was careful about 

the books, magazines, and music she was exposed to, to avoid ―too much influence from 

the media‖ (this was somewhat baffling since a computer with e-mail, fax and necessary 

software programs stand at the center of the modest living room of the home where Pérez 

and D'Amato live).  Following the release of her second CD, Vestigios, a fascinating 

event took place.  An email message arrived praising the new release, Lourdes' voice, and 

her compositions. The message came from David Byrne, one of the more influential 

figures in the world music market (Lourdes Pérez, Annette D‘Amato, 1997, p.c.).
30

   

Can Lourdes Pérez find her place in this global marketplace that David Byrne 

represents?  Pérez attempts to explore new paths and communities through a song style 

that is clearly Puerto Rican and Latin American. Always thinking about how difference 

might box her in, she has tried to remain artistically fluid. Tomlinson would define her as 

a true cosmopolitan, a citizen of the world, in the best sense. ―Being a citizen of the 

                                            
30 Only recently has Pérez given in and purchased a cell phone and this is only because 

she is living in Alaska. (Lourdes Pérez 7.28.2010.p.c.) 
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world…means having a cultural disposition which is not limited to the concerns of the 

locality, but which recognizes global belonging, involvement and responsibility‖ 

(Tomlinson 1999:185).  Pérez does not play the ―race card‖ or the ―gender card‖ so 

readily available to her, perceiving these as divisive and counter-productive tactics. She is 

matter of fact about her ethnicity, her Puerto Rican roots, her sexuality. Pérez is more 

intent on building interpersonal bridges than on advancing her career. She is well aware 

of the boundaries that she faces, that she could position as herself as an ―Other‖ in 

various senses, and certainly through the genre of new song.  

Her cosmopolitanism, then, is not the didactic one that Garnham might support, 

one that would force a single solution given the nature of certain global issues., Garnham 

makes the case that global concerns that affect us all require ―one rationally determined 

course of political action‖ (Garnham 1992:371-2). Given her Puerto Rican background 

and her politics, she might be expected to be more strident.  

With North America as her new home, and with her desire to hold to the standards 

of the nueva canciόn repertoire, Pérez has chosen to move in a number of artistic 

directions. Changes in her work have often been influenced by her exposure to new 

artists coming from other musical styles. These include Texas-Mexican conjunto, 

classical European repertoire, musical theater, and various Latin American traditions. She 

chooses to use mass mediation to the extent that it serves her purposes.  Producing her 

own work, often within her own community, she has built a following through her 

website and her own production company.  

Pérez is not unlike her predecessors in the political song tradition as she writes her 
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own new repertoire. How her music will continue evolve as she collaborates with a 

growing number of North American, Latin American, and international artists is difficult 

to say. Appadurai‘s concepts of ―ethnoscapes‖ may suggest answers to this question. ―As 

groups migrate, regroup in new locations, reconstruct their histories, and reconfigure their 

ethnic ―projects,‖ the ethno in ethnography takes on a slippery, nonlocalized quality‖ 

(Appadurai 1991:191).  How will Pérez adapt to other realities like an audience of aging 

baby boomers with a limited understanding of Spanish?  How will she adapt as she 

attempts to build audiences around the globe, who speak many other languages? 

I believe that the nature of Pérez‘s work can also be seen through her dedication to 

the message, the notion that ―there are other ways.‖  This is her way of saying that she is 

determined to keep dialogue open even while she finds a ―space between identities‖ to 

speak, to sing, to act. Pérez has taken on timeless questions that confront us all and 

explores them, in other countries and other nations, through song. Going out of her way 

to look for conflict and sing about commonalities define what it means to her, to be 

whole. She has chosen a precarious way of living with a great deal of humility. Whether 

consciously or unconsciously, she has adopted a cosmopolitan attitude. Giddens describes 

this as follows: 

A cosmopolitan attitude would not insist that all values are equivalent but 

would emphasize the responsibility that individuals and groups have for 

the ideas they hold and the practices in which they engage. [A 

cosmopolitan is] someone who is able to articulate the nature of those 

commitments and assess their implications for those whose values are 

different (Giddens 1994:130). 
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 This sense of openness to other communities allow her to function and create music in 

contested and new environments.
31

  Pérez believes that through music her message can 

transcend both imagined and real borders.  She performs her identity as she presents and 

invents it. She celebrates the local but in fact searches for ways to connect globally.  

                                            
31

 Lourdes Pérez is living in Alaska while she plans her next tour with Lebanese singer, 

May Nasr, They will perform in Jordan, Syria and Lebanon beginning in 2011.  
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<<http://www.graciasatahualpa.com >> (Muchas Gracias Atahualpa) 

 

<<http://www.last.fm/music/Roy+Brown+Ramirez/>> 

 

<<http://lapena.org 

 

<<http://www.lourdesperez.com>> 

 

<<http:// www.mercedessosa.com>> 

 

<<http://www.musicof puertorico.com>> 

 

<<http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/index/antonio_caban_valle>> 

 

<<http://www.musicofpuertorico.com/index.php/artists/roy_brown>> 

http://www.angelfire.com/
http://www.centropr.org/journal/index.html
http://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook
http://www.enciclopediapr.org/ing/article
http://www.facebook.com/lourdesperez
http://www.graciasatahualpa.com/
http://www.lourdesperez.com/
http://www.mercedessosa.com/
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<<http://www.lilithfair.com>> Lilith Fair 

 

<<http://pewhispanic.org/reports>>-Pew Hispanic Research Center, website 

 

<<http://www.puertorico-herald.org/issues/20002/vol6n22/Lourdes Pérez -en.shtml 
 
<<http://www.puertorico.com>> 

<<http://www.rootsworld.com/rw/feature/Pérez.html>> 

<<http://www.roybrown.com>> 

 

<<http:// www.stylefeeder.com/>> 

 

<<http://topuertorico.org/constitu.shtml>> 

 

<<http:// www.ustatesartists.org>> US Artists Fellowship Program 

 

<<http:// web.gc.cuny.edu>> (CLACLS) Center for Latin American, Caribbean and 

Latino Studies, City University of New York, website. 

 

<<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosquin>> 

 

<<http://en.wikipedia.com/lourdes perez>> 

 

<<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milonga 

 

<<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Noel_Estrada 

 

<<http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roy-Brown>> 

 

<<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roy_Brown_(Puerto_Rican_musician) >> - 

 

<<http://www.worldlingo.com>> (Decima) 

 

<<http:// www.youtube.com. adean Cabán with el Topo>> 

 

<<http://www.zompist.com/latam.html>> (U.S. Interventio in Latin America)  

 

 

http://www.lilithfair.com/
http://www.puertorico-herald.org/issues/20002/vol6n22/Lourdes%20Perez-en.shtml
http://www.puertorico.com/
http://www.rootsworld.com/rw/feature/perez.html
http://www.roybrown.com/
http://www.stylefeeder.com/
http://topuertorico.org/constitu.shtml
http://www.ustatesartists.org/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cosquin
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Milonga
http://www.en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Roy-Brown
http://www.worldlingo.com/
http://www.zompist.com/latam.html
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Discography 

 

 

Pérez, Lourdes 

 

1994   Recuérdate Por Mi    Remember for Me 

1997   Vestigios    Vestiges 

2003   Selectiones from Tres Oraciones Selections from Three Orations 

2003   Pajaros de Otro Canto  The Free Bird Agreement 

2005  Este Filo    This Edge 

2007  El Vivo     The Living 

 

1970 Brown, Roy Yo Protesta 

 

1998 Caban, Antonio Vales Los Que Mi Pueblo Alesora 

 

2007 Etheridge, Melissa The Awakening 

 

2001 Jiménez, Andrés ―El jibaro‖ Son de Vieques 

 

2002 Near, Holly The Outspoken Collection  

 

1980 Parra, Violeta CD Cantos de Chile 

 

1994 Parra, Violeta CD Últimas Composiciones 

 

1978 Rodriguez, Silvio  CD Al Final de Este Viaje  

 

1999 Rodríguez,Silvio and Milanés, Pablo  Vengo Naciendo 

 

1989 Sosa, Mercedes CD Gracias a la Vida 

 

1991 Yupanqui, Atahualpa CD  Para Rezar en la Noche  
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VITA 

Tara Elgin Hurst was born in New York City on Sept. 18, 1951, to jazz singer Dawn 

Elgin. She was reared in Hollywood, CA. and Houston, TX, by violinist grandmother 

Marian Jenkins Elgin, grandfather Alfred Rice Elgin, and great-great aunt Elsa Gertrude 

Katherine Gehring. After taking a four-year sojourn to live and study in Europe as a 

performer and scholar in the early music movement, she completed her undergraduate 

degree at the University of Texas at Austin in 1979. While abroad she undertook private 

studies in the Netherlands, Belgium, France and Italy, working with Jo Bollekamp, 

Barbara Thornton of Sequencia, Andrea von Ramm of Studio de Fruhe Muzik and the 

inimitable Alfred Deller. She worked from and researched original manuscripts and 

instruments in the Bibliotèque nationale de France (BnF) and at Cluny Abbey and studied 

early music performance practice at The Royal Conservatory of The Hague. Tara 

performed in numerous early music and new music ensembles including Clearlight 

Waites and Urban 15. As a soloist she specialized in the music of Sephardic Spain. 

Encouraged by friend and renowned folklorist Archie Green (1917-2009), Hurst began 

her graduate work in folklore with Américo Paredes before the starting her family and a 

career as a professional fundraiser. She has worked for 25 years as counsel for NGOs 

including the Washington Performing Arts Society, Texas Folklife Resources, and the 

New Texas Music Festival as well as the Harry Ransom Humanities Research Center at 

the University of Texas and George Washington University. In 1996, she returned to the 

School of Music at the University of Texas at Austin to study ethnomusicology with 

Gerard Béhague. In 1996 Tara co-authored an award-winning family memoir entitled My 

Mother's Keeper. Research on the creative life of musician and singer Lourdes Pérez 

followed, and that work is concluded with this report. 

400 West 37
th

 Street, Austin TX 78705 holleytara@gmail.com) 
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mailto:holleytara@gmail.com

