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Abstract 

Popular music studies in Spain already have a longstanding history. Their roots are to be 

found in the academic activity of the 1990s, especially within musicology, anthropology 

and communication studies. Since then, numerous lines of research have been developed, 

from the study of local pop rock to the connection of musicology with feminism and queer 

studies. The intrinsic multidisciplinary nature of popular music studies has facilitated the 

emergence of many different discussions, in particular the one related to current cultural 

and social transformations.  
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Origins 

The development of the academic study of popular music in Spain has its roots in 

the musicological activity of the 1990s, influenced by contributions from the fields 

of anthropology, sociology, and communication studies.  

The field’s emergence is related to the publication of the Diccionario de la 
Música Española e Iberoamericana (“Dictionary of Spanish and Iberoamerican 

Music”), which began to include references to popular music, as well as to pop and 

rock music singers, bands, and composers throughout the twentieth century. 

Researchers such as Silvia Martínez and Héctor Fouce organized a series of 

meetings devoted to popular music, bringing together scholars from different 

academic disciplines, including those beyond musicology. The activities of the 

Department of Anthropology of the CSIC (Consejo Superior de Investigaciones 

Científicas), led by Josep Martí, were also important regarding these developments, 

since they paid special attention to music in their research. These early activities 

contributed to the founding of the Spanish branch of the International Association 
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for the Study of Popular Music (IASPM) around the year 1997. The Spanish branch 

of the IASPM is a working group that has been integrated within the SIbE (Sociedad 

Ibérica de Etnomusicología) since 2004. The SIbE, founded in 1991 by Enrique 

Cámara, Josep Martí and Ramón Pelinski, was originally called “Sociedad Ibérica 

de Etnomusicología” and later “Sociedad de Etnomusicología”. This institution 

gradually came to encompass research on both traditional and popular music, 

although during its early years its activities (conferences, etc.) were predominantly 

about traditional and folk music. Such initiatives were in a constant dialogue with 

the universities, not just within the area of musicology but also incorporating 

disciplines like communication studies, media studies, anthropology, and 

sociology. For example, interdisciplinary events like the one celebrated in 2001 in 

the Complutense University of Madrid, was entitled Mondo Pop: Música, medios e 
industrias en el siglo XXI (“Mondo Pop: music, media and industries in the 21

st
 

century”).  

The consolidation of musicology as an academic discipline in various Spanish 

universities was, too, an important factor in the advancement of popular music 

studies. In the “Music History and Sciences” (Musicology) program offered by the 

Universidad Complutense, launched in 1997, an optional course on popular music 

was already planned. Other Spanish universities, like Valladolid, Granada, and 

Salamanca, also included this subfield in their musicology programs. Later, courses 

on popular music became mandatory in various curriculums. At the same time, 

some ethnomusicology courses were launched by scholars like Enrique Cámara and 

Victoria Eli Rodríguez, promoting an integrated and multidisciplinary perspective 

in which popular musics including music from TV and other audiovisual media 

were studied. Although Spanish ethnomusicology had largely been an amalgam of 

folk music studies, in the vein of the “comparative musicology” of the nineteenth 

century, it gradually became a vast and versatile cultural discipline, concerned with 

all sorts of different topics. Trans, for example, the official journal of the SIbE, 

accurately reflects this process. 

The subject area devoted to popular music was called “urban popular music 

studies” in most universities and research spaces. This was intended to solve the 

terminological problem that arises in Spanish-speaking countries regarding the 

definition of “popular music” and its field of study (Jordán 2012; Viñuela 2018). In 

order to translate the English concept of “popular music” (Tagg 1982) into Spanish, 

the phrase “urban popular music” was introduced to allow researchers to 

distinguish between folk, traditional, or orally transmitted music on the one hand – 

often labeled as “popular music” in Spanish – and mass-produced music on the 

other hand. This “urban popular music” was argued to be dependent on the new 

recording and broadcasting technologies as well as the modern music industry, 

although this distinction is still subject to some objections and qualifications.  

Following on from the rise of popular music studies in the 1980s and 1990s in 

Britain and the United States, the discipline was also progressively established in 

Spain. 

 

 

Research lines  

Popular music studies in Spain involve research in several areas. Although 

academics from the English-speaking world focused mainly on the analysis of rock 

and folk music during the 1980s, they soon showed a growing interest in other 
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genres and particularly other musical styles ranging from hip hop to punk. In Spain, 

since the 1990s, the study of pop and rock gradually became more mainstream with 

the emergence of some pioneering studies on specific styles and music scenes that 

are now considered seminal works within the field. Particularly prominent among 

them were Silvia Martínez’s research about the Spanish heavy metal scene 

(Martínez 1999), and Héctor Fouce’s work on pop music and cultural changes in 

Spain, which gave rise to many subsequent studies focused on the Spanish 

transition to the Democracy era (Fouce 2002). Within anthropology, Jaume Ayats’ 

(1998) work on music within soccer fan clubs and communities was also 

groundbreaking.  

Current research does not just focus on the development of a particular music 

style or a specific audience, but also analyzes the relationship between the local 

and the global, the processes of cultural transference, the spaces where music is 

played, the audience, the impact of the media and social media, and political and 

cultural issues. Some ground -breaking examples are Gonzalo Fernández Monte’s 

work on ska music in Spain (2014), Fernán del Val’s study of the cultural 

background of Spanish pop and rock during the Spanish transition era from a 

sociological perspective (2014), Diego García Peinazo’s work on Andalusian rock 

(2017), Eduardo García Salueña’s on progressive rock (2014), Karlos Sánchez 

Ekiza’s about rock in the Basque Country, Sara Arenillas’s study of glam rock (2017), 

Guillermo Delis’s of progressive rock (2016), and Fernando Galicia’s work on 

heavy metal (2015). 

Spanish scholars have started to discuss other genres like jazz and blues (with 

seminal works by Iván Iglesias about jazz in Spain (2010, 2017), and by Josep Pedro 

about blues (2018), hip hop (Reyes 2003), electronic music (Leste 2018), and more 

generally different music scenes associated in turn with different genres and urban 

spaces. Other examples include Javier Campos’s study of Celtic culture and folk in 

the Galicia area (2015), and Fernando García Barrera’s on flamenco and indie 

music (2014). The study of flamenco is also widespread in Spanish musicology. 

Some highlights were the studies that contemplated contemporary flamenco music 

in the light of theoretical questions regarding authenticity, identity, and 

hybridization with other genres, by authors like Francisco Bethencourt (2011), Juan 

Zagalaz (2013), and Trinidad Jiménez (2017).  

Many of these works have considered issues of cultural transmission, 

transformation, adaptations, and mixtures, as well as the effect of diasporas and 

migratory processes influencing local music scenes. Examples of this latter aspect 

are the work on Cuban musicians in Barcelona by Íñigo Sánchez Fuarros (2008), or 

the study of salsa music in that same city by Isabel Llano (2015). Also worth noting 

is Rubén Gómez Muns’s doctoral dissertation about the phenomenon of so-called 

“world music” in Spain (2016). 

Regarding musical spaces and the relationship between music and territory, we 

can also find studies about soundscapes, a topic also covered by historical 

musicology. Sánchez Fuarros’s work on Lisbon (2015) is particularly pioneering in 

this regard. These lines of research share some ground with various branches of 

ethnomusicology, as this discipline has also focused on the sonic character of urban 

landscapes, alongside anthropology and some branches of sociology.  

In fact, there is an important line of research dealing with music-related themes 

within Spanish sociology. Of notable mention is MUSYCA (which stands for 

“Music, Society, and Artistic Creativity”), a research group founded in 2008 and led 

by Javier Noya, a professor from the Department of Sociology V in the Complutense 

University of Madrid. Around thirty professors and researchers from different 
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academic branches collaborate in this group. They have published a collective 

volume called MUSYCA, supervised by Javier Noya, Martín Pérez Colman, and 

Fernán del Val (2010), while also organizing several conferences and activities. 

Similarly, the UNED (Universidad Nacional de Educación a Distancia) organizes a 

project, directed by Francisco Cruces and entitled Madrid Cosmópolis: Prácticas 
emergentes y procesos de metropolización (“Madrid Cosmopolis: Emerging 

practices and metropolitan processes”), which belongs to the UNED-based group 

“Cultura Urbana” and is devoted to research on the transformations of the 

metropolitan area of Madrid, and how those transformations are linked to 

globalization.  
Anthropology, ethnomusicology, sociology, and popular music studies come 

together in some analyses about the revival processes in folklore and traditional 

music, as well as studies on the folk music phenomenon, and those related to the 

issue of identity linked with musical expression, rituals, festivities, music festivals, 

and revival processes. Regarding these last two aspects, Susana Moreno’s work 

examines the repercussions of festivals and contemporary music-related 

celebrations within the framework of the corresponding social, political, and 

economic contexts, paying special attention to phenomena like identity-reaffirming 

processes, the advance of globalization, the integration of Spain and Portugal within 

the European Union, the revitalization and re-contextualization of expressive 

practices, transnational dynamics, and the processes related to the mercantilization, 

patrimonialization, and touristification of music and culture. 

Researchers on scenography, popular music theater, the cuplé, and the copla, 

have also played a key role in the consolidation of popular music studies, 

constituting one of the more active lines of research at present. Some prominent 

figures in this field are Celsa Alonso (2010), Julio Arce (2014), Enrique Encabo 

(2019), Maruxa Baliñas (2007), Pepa Anastasio (2009), among others, and the field 

itself is intimately linked to the theoretical frameworks of performance art and the 

study of body movements and gestures.  

Another important line of research focuses on religion and ritual. Josep Martí’s 
studies were influential to this development. Recently, an event called Losing my 
Religion: Espiritualidad, religión y música popular, was held in the city of 

Santander, in 2017, under the umbrella of the SIbE. Besides religion and ritual, 

questions related to the interconnection between music and politics, or between 

music and political protest, are also addressed in the academic literature. There are 

some studies about Spanish singer-songwriters and their impact on the construction 

of cultural identities and Spanish politics in general. Among them I would highlight 

those by Jaume Ayats (2019), Isabelle Marc (2013) from the discipline of philology, 

and Silvia Martínez (2016). Similarly, the beat era and the influences of 

international pop music in the 1970s are attracting more attention, because of their 

significance in the identity formation of young people (Alonso 2010; Otaola 2014).  

Broadcast media in Spain have also received attention by some musicologists 

(Arce 2008a). This includes research on audiovisual musicology and the 

relationship between music and the moving image. There is a well-established 

subfield dealing with music and cinema. Research by Jaume Radigales (2006), Josep 

Lluis i Falcó (2010), Joaquín López (2009), Matilde Olarte (2009), Julio Arce 

(2008b), Teresa Fraile (2009), and Ramón Sanjuan (2017) has contributed to this. 

The research is not limited to specific media but encompasses a variety of 

audiovisual-related research: music videos and audiovisual pieces in the digital era 
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(Eduardo Viñuela’s 2008), advertising or new audiovisual re-creations through 

digital technologies (Sánchez 2015; Pedro Buil 2016), as well as remixes, mashups, 

memes, and other audiovisual creations ( López-Cano 2019; Viñuela 2009; Piquer 

2017).   

In recent times, feminism and gender studies as academic subjects have 

reemerged in Spain. Some musicologists started paying attention to these 

perspectives in the 1990s, with the emergence of the “new musicology”. The work 

of Pilar Ramos entitled Feminismo y música (2003) is pioneering, as well as the 

studies by Laura Viñuela, focused on popular music (2005). There is also a working 

group within SIbE devoted to feminist musicology. This line of research has been 

pursued by scholars who have examined the female presence in particular music 

scenes or audiences, for example Isabel Ferrer’s research about leisure spaces and 

dance during the Francoist era (2017), and María Teresa López Castilla's work on 

electronic music has also included aspects of queer musicology (2015).  

 

 

Future challenges 

Some other lines of research are not as prominent in Spanish academia, but are 

growing areas nevertheless. Sound studies have opened a fruitful field in Spain, 

devoted to the multiplicity of sonic experiences. They not only focus on the 

transmission of sounds, but also on their audience impact, and the 

conceptualization of music from a perceptual, psychological, and sociological 

point of view. A research field in the area of music production has also been 

recently established, being promoted by Marco Antonio Juan de Dios (2016) and 

Jordi Roquer (2017). 

Studies on perception and cognition are still limited in Spanish academia. The 

psychology of music, which had an important place within systematic musicology 

originally, is now barely pursued in Spain. Acoustics and the psychology of hearing 

could be part of this field, although they are linked to a sociological approach, 

focusing on how musical values and mental representations are perceived. 

Research studies in this area that highlight contemporary music include those of 

Ramón Pelinski (2000), and Alicia Peñalba (2008) who addresses the relationship 

between music and the body. Some other studies about perception and 

performative acts are currently acquiring some relevance. Rubén López-Cano has 

published numerous articles in this area from the perspective of semiotics. Recently, 

the publication of a volume entitled Música y cuerpo. Estudios musicológicos 
(edited by Teresa Cascudo 2016) is worth noting, as well as the studies by 

sociologist Amparo Lasén about the body, hearing, and digital technologies in 

relation to popular music (2017). A related avenue of research addresses individual 

modes of listening in different contexts (García Quiñones 2008). 

The volumes entitled Made in Spain. Studies in Popular Music, edited by Silvia 

Martínez and Héctor Fouce (2013), and Rock around Spain. Historia, industria y 
medios de comunicación, edited by Kiko Mora and Eduardo Viñuela (2013), as well 

as the Journal Trans, portray the plurality that exists within Spanish popular music 

studies. Looking at the working groups ascribed to the SIbE also offers an interesting 

picture of the different lines of research currently being pursued.  
We should also mention the present place of popular music studies within the 

universities and higher education institutions. Eduardo Viñuela (2018) points out 

that the number of Degree courses about popular music has recently multiplied in 

Spain. Examples of this are the ESMUC, the Universidad Alfonso X, the 
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Conservatorio Profesional de Navarra, the Escuela de Música Creativa in Madrid, 

or the Berklee College of Valencia, as well as some courses on popular music within 

the musicology programs of several public universities, and in other degrees across 

professional and superior music conservatories (Lasuén 2014). 

Within the institutions that have implemented such courses, Bachelor’s as well 

as Master’s theses about popular music are being produced, many of them focusing 

on new genres such as trap and other urban and young musical styles related to 

social media and other digital environments.   

The intrinsic, multidisciplinary nature of popular music studies has offered a 

transformative vision to Spanish musicology, as has also occurred in other countries 

and cultural spaces (González, for example, studies the development of this field 

in Latin America: González 2008). One of the main challenges faced by popular 

music studies in Spain, besides incorporating a greater presence of the discipline in 

higher education, is trying to improve the professional prospects of those engaged 

in it through a “new musicology”. Another challenge is to widen the presence of 

musicologists as music critics within popular media, or integrating them as experts 

in record labels and other music-related industries. Lastly, popular music experts 

should focus on digital technologies and multimedia platforms in order to produce 

new research projects in accordance with the new demands and the new platforms 

that music in our contemporary societies increasingly requires.  
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