
Expressive Culture: Pop in Latino American Music 
CORE-UA 700.001 Spring 2018 
Instructor: Prof. Licia Fiol-Matta, Spanish & Portuguese Office hours: Thursdays 1-3, 418 19UP 
Lectures: 
T Th 3:30-3:45 194 Mercer St 306 
Recitations:  
Friday 9:30-1:45 SILV 506; 11:00-12:15 SILV 504 Elizabeth Benninger, Comparative Literature 
Friday 12:30-1:45 GCASL 384; 2:00-3:30 GCASL 384 Francisco Marguch, Spanish & Portuguese 
 
 
Course description: 
 
This course will consider several important moments in Latin American and US Latino popular 
music, approached as a transnational phenomenon. The focus is on the performance of music, from 
tango to narcorrido, traversing folk, revival, MPB, salsa, rock, and contemporary Latino genres. 
Yet, music is a cultural product and as such students will learn how to reflect on music critically, as 
a collective expression of emotions, desire, and affects, and as an arena where social and political 
experiences manifest through creative expression. We will also study the emergence of mass 
culture as decisive in our understanding of popular music and pay attention to broader music 
culture, especially the rise of consumer culture and the entertainment industry. 

By semester’s end, students will have a working grasp of major developments in modern and 
contemporary Latino American popular music; be able to discuss recorded music and performance 
footage with critical listening tools, in relationship to larger social and political developments; 
incorporate the following categories into an overarching discussion of the performative aspects of 
music: regionalism, nationalism, folklore, subcultures, social differences, and politics; become 
acquainted with models of music criticism in order to approach pop music beyond simple 
expressions of personal taste. 

Knowledge of Spanish or Portuguese is not required. When needed, paraphrases will be provided. 

Expressive Culture is intended to introduce you to the study and appreciation of human artistic 
creation and to foster your ongoing engagement with the arts. Through critical engagement with 
primary cultural artifacts, it introduces you to formal methods of interpretation and to 
understanding the importance of expressive creation in particular social and historical contexts. As 
a part of the College Core Curriculum, it is designed to extend your education beyond the focused 
studies of your major, preparing you for your future life as a thoughtful individual and active 
member of society. 

Requirements: 

Attendance at all lectures and recitation sessions is mandatory; discussion is an integral aspect of 
this course, the vehicle through which diverse viewpoints and experiences will be analyzed. In 
order to facilitate these discussions, and to progress at good pace in the completion of written 
requirements, preparation of exams and, most importantly, acquisition of knowledge, all class 
readings/viewings should be completed by the date assigned. Selected musical examples will be 
discussed in class, including songs, albums and videos and other objects; you will also touch upon 
them in your recitations. I will welcome questions during lecture and will offer a couple of prompts 
at the end of each lecture than will form the basis of recitation discussions each week.  



The course has an NYU Classes website. Copyright permitting, I will place materials there. Many 
of our readings are available via e-book from Bobst, and certain materials may be placed on reserve 
at Bobst. You are of course free to purchase the songs and albums dicussed, and may wish to 
purchase some of the books featured.  

Class written assignments will be distributed and turned in via Classes. Guidelines will be available 
in advance of deadline. There are three papers of 1250-1500 words each; all topics must be cleared 
with your recitation instructor. A brief writing assignment with a directed prompt will be due each 
Friday; as a guide, it should be around 250 long. These will not be graded each week but 
considered cumulatively at the end of the term and calculated as part of your class participation. 

Class punctuality, decorum, and attendance record are essential. As per CORE practice, you are at 
risk for failure if you miss more than a combined three lectures/recitations, even if you have 
completed all other course requirements. Repeated lateness or early exits will be taken note of; 
three such happenings will count as an absence. 

Although I do not prohibit laptops and tablets, if they are distracting to the instructors and students 
in class, you will be expected to rectify the situation. All cellphones and other devices must be 
switched to silent during lectures and recitation. No talking on cellphones during class.  

 

Grading policy: 

Paper 1: song analysis in a social context 15 

Paper 2: singer analysis: persona and genre 15 

Paper 3: visit to NYC venue: can be a live performance, a relevant museum exhibition, an 

event at a community center featuring live music or a prominent role for Latino American 

music, or a relevant film screening and discussion. It must be an event outside of NYU and 

in New York City 20 

In-class midterm: focus on keywords and one brief essay 10 

Final exam, on date scheduled by Registrar: focus on keywords and one longer essay 20 

Participation 20 

 
 

Required materials will be available via Classes website, electronically at Bobst, or on the 
Internet. [FULL CITATIONS WILL BE INSERTED HERE} 

  



 

Assignments schedule: 

T 
1/23 

n/a Introduction 

 
TH 
1/25 

 
Borges, Evaristo Carriego (excerpt) 
 
Ochoa, “On Popular Music” (Aurality) 

Dunn, “The Tropicalist Moment” (Brutality Garden) 

 

What is “popular music”?  

What is the meaning of lo 
popular? 

 

T 
1/30 

Fiol-Matta, “So What if She’s Black?” (The Great Woman Singer) 

Hertzman, “‘Our Music’: ‘Pelo Telefone,’ the Oito Batutas, and the 
Rise of ‘Samba’” (Making Samba) 

 

 
What is folklore? 
Why is folklore 
intrinsically tied to 
racialized notions 
of music? What do 
we mean when we 
say “authentic”? 
Are racialized 
peoples the 
‘authors’ of their 
music? How is 
performance 
imbricated in 
authorship and 
autochthony? 
 

TH 
2/1 

Turino, “Andean Music in Andean Cities: The Case of Lima, Peru”; 
“Andean Music in the Cities of the World” (Music in the Andes) 
 

T 2/6 
 
 
Carpentier, “Afro-Cubanism” (Music in Cuba) 
 
Film, Claudia Llosa, La teta asustada (Milk of Sorrow) 
 

TH 
2/8 

Ochoa, “On the Ethnographic Ear” (Aurality) 

Incredibly Strange Music: Yma Sumac 

Carmen Miranda, clips, Down Argentine Way; Flying Down to Rio 

Who are “the people”? 
 
Can the “people’s music” 
ever be made into mass 
culture, and why? 
 

T  

2/13 
Film, Helena Solberg, Bananas is my Business, excerpt 

Henrigues, “Mariachi Reimaginings: Encounters with Technology, 
Aesthetics, and Identity” (Transnational Encounters) 

Nat King Cole, Cole Español and Más Cole Español 

 
What is at stake in the 
internationalization of Latin 
American folklore in the 
1950s? 
 
 
 
 
 



TH 
2/15 

Glasser, “Vente tú: Puerto Rican Musicians and the Recording 
Industry” (My Music is My Flag) 

Fiol-Matta, “Techne and the Lady” (The Great Woman Singer) 

Tom Wolfe, “Ramito! Jíbaro Hero” 

 
What is the relationship 
between music and 
migration? 
 
Did the folk revival only 
happen in the US? What 
about Latino New York 
City? 

 
T 

2/20 

Karush, “Cosmopolitan Tango: Astor Piazzolla at Home and Abroad” 
(Musicians in Transit) 
 
Taylor, “Tango: Theme of Class and Nation” 
 

 
Why do we think of music in 
nationalist terms? What is 
Argentine about tango? What 
is Mexican about ranchera and 
corrido, etc? 

 
TH 
2/22 

Paper #1 due via upload by 23:59 

Party, “Placer Culpable: Shame and Nostalgia in the Chilean 1990s 
Balada Revival”  

Karush, “The Sound of Latin America: Sandro and the Invention of 
Balada” (Musicians in Transit) 

Lamadrid, “Balada. Cosmopolitanism and the Mexican Romantic 
Song in the 1970s” (Music in Mexico) 

 
Is pop lightweight? When and 
why? Who decides? 
 

What is the entertainment 
industry and why is pop 
music part of mass culture? 

T 
2/27 

Pacini Hernández, “Cantando la cama vacía: Love, Sexuality, and 
Gender Relations in Dominican bachata” (Bachata) 

 
Lamadrid, “Bolero: Cosmopolitanism and the Mexican Romantic 
Song until the 1960s” (Music in Mexico) 
 
Monsiváis, “Bolero: A History” (Mexican Postcards) 
 
Kun, “The Death Rattle” 

Why do we think we “know” 
what a singer is feeling?  
 
Why is pop music associated 
with emotions? If that is so, 
can it also be associated with 
ugliness and horror?  
 
When does “love” hide 
violence? 

 
 

TH 
3/1 

 
Verba, “Violeta Parra, Radio, and the ‘Battle in Defense of the 
Authentic’ in 1950s Chile” 
 
Perrone, “Chico Buarque: A Unanimous Construction” 

 
Why do we index pop music 
via singers (or powerful 
figures, in the case of bands)? 
Why is radio unique in its 
relationship to music? 

 
 

T 3/6 

Film, Andrés Wood, Violeta se fue a los cielos (Violeta Went to 
Heaven) 

 

What is the 
importance of Left 
political song? How 
are left icons 
remembered? 

 
TH 
3/8 

Midterm  
n/a 

 
 



 

  T 
3/13 

 
 
 
(No class -- Spring Break) 

TH 
3/15 

T 
3/20 

Documentary, Rodrigo Villa, “Mercedes Sosa, The Voice of Latin 
America” 

Karush, C 4, “Indigenous Argentina and Revolutionary Argentina: 
Mercedes Sosa and the Multiple Meanings of Folk Music” 
(Musicians in Transit) 
 

Is a great voice determined to 
be great solely on its musical 
merits?  

What is a persona? 

 
TH 
3/22 

Film, Hugo Prata, Elis (2017) 

 

 
What is a diva in pop music? 
What is the relationship 
between pop music and 
memory? Why do we revisit 
our icons? 
 

T 
3/27 

Party, “Beyond' Protest Song': Popular Music in Pinochet’s Chile 
(1973-1990)”  
 
Fiol-Matta, “The Thinking Voice” (The Great Woman Singer) 

 

What is the relationship 
between pop and politics?  

 

TH 
3/30 

Paper #2 due via upload by   23:59 
 
Nuevo cancionero argentino 
Siete días para el pueblo 
Manifiesto de Avándaro  

 
 
Zolov, Chapter 6 “The Avándaro Rock Festival” (Refried Elvis) 
 

What is the relationship 
between pop and social 
movement? 

How is pop music mobilized 
for social change? 

How can we break out of the 
“imitation” idea of music, 
whereby the “original” is 
almost always located in the 
US or Europe? What makes 
music original? Need it be? 

 

 
 

T 4/3 
Moore, “Transformations in Nueva Trova”; “Afrocuban Folklore in a 
Raceless Society” (Music in Revolution) 

Zolov, Chapters 3 and 4, “La Onda: México’s Counterculture and the 
Student Movement of 1968”; “La Onda in the Wake of Tlatelolco” 
(Refried Elvis) 
 

 
What is the relationship 
between pop and the state? 

TH 
4/5 

Rivera, “Plocing Morality” (Reggaeton) 
 
Negrón-Muntaner and Rivera, “Reggaeton Nation” (NACLA) 
 

 

 

When is a youth music 
censored? Is it for its content or 
its sexuality? What is the 
relationship between pop and 
dance? What is the expiration 
date on a genre? 



T 
4/10 

Fernández, “The Salsa Concept;” “Ontology of the Son”; “The Sabor 
Aesthetic” (The Salsa Concept) 

Quintero Herencia, “Notes on Salsa” (Everynight Life) 

Marisol Berríos, “Is Salsa a Musical Genre?”  

 

 

What are the gender roles 
associated with music-making? 

Why is the Caribbean subject 
frequently associated with 
trance states in music? How 
can we think about these 
cultural associations of 
Caribbean and other such 
musics with rhythm? 

 

TH 
4/12 

Film, Leon Gast, Our Latin Thing/Nuestra cosa 

 

 
T 

4/17 

Kun, “The Tijuana Sound: Brass, Blues, and the Border of the 1960s” 
(Transnational Encounters) 
Corona, “La avanzada regia: Monterrey’s Alternative Music Scene 
and the Aesthetics of Transnationalism” (Transnational Encounters) 
 
Vargas, “Giving Us That Brown Soul: Selena's Departures and 
Arrivals” (Dissonant Divas) 

 
What does transnational music 
mean? How does it differ 
from border or urban music? 

 
TH 
4/19 

Edberg, ‘Narcorridos: Narratives of a Cultural Persona and Power on 
the Border” (Transnational Encounters) 

 

How is violence reenacted 
and/or reexamined in pop 
music? 

T 4/24 Guest Lecture, Francisco Marguch 
 
What makes music queer? 

TH 
4/25 

Paper #3 due via upload by 23:59 

Fiol-Matta, “A Queer Singer for the Nation” 

Documentary, Catherine Gund and Daresha Kyi, Chavela (2015) 

What is the relationship 
between music, transmission, 
and survival? 

 
T 5/1 Resurgence of Latin Americanism. Guest lecture, Jairo Moreno, 

University of Pennsylvania, on Shakira 

How has Latin American Pop 
in the 21st century entered the 
global scene? 

 
TH 
5/3 

n/a 
Where is pop Latino 
American music today? 

TBD Final examination 
 



	

	

 


