
AN INTRODUCTION TO IIlSP ANIC HYMNODY 

by Raquel Gutienez-Ach6n 

It has been said that music is praise, music is proclamation of the word, and music is 
prayer. Martin Luther was the one who seems to have started us in this direction more 
than 400 years ago. John and Charles Wesley, Isaac Watts, and many others knew than 
music was the easiest way to communicate the love of God in Christ to the worshipping 
community. 

In order for this music to have authenticity, it has to include our cultural and linguistic 
roots. We cannot lose the vision of the past, nor ignore other cultures, since music is the 
catalyst factor which unites the past and the present. 

At a time when Hispanics are currently in the process of finding new ways of expressing 
the faith through other and perhaps more genuine musical forms, it is time to move 
forward and discard that which is trite, keep that which has stood the test of time and has 
universal appeal, and embrace, try out, and experience that which is new and truly ours. 

A new Christian hymnology has arisen in Latin America and in many communities in the 
United States, among Roman Catholics and Protestants alike. It has roots in Latin 
American folk and popular music and most of the time it reflects the social realities of the 
Southern continent, owing much to the secular movement called the "new song". This 
"new song" has :flourished since the sixties, but it has its roots in former decades. An 
"avalanche" of hymns and songs continues to flow, expressing people's folklore, hymns 
and songs which express happiness, concerns and sufferings. 

Some concepts of my colleagues, who have for years now explored our hymnody and its 
origin, have a duality of thought concerning the existence of a Hispanic-American 
hymnology as such. Some members' opinions are that "it is not a developed hymnology" 
but only popular songs, with autochthonous backgrounds, isolated efforts with great 
regional taste, because of the folk influence of each country; that is to say, whatever has 
been accomplished is in its initial stages. 

Some others think that authentic forms of Hispanic hymnody have been established by 
hymns such as those by Pablo Sosa, Cesareo Gabarain, Rosa Martha Zarate, the late 
Skinner Chavez-Melo, and many more. 
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It used to be that in all this prolific production the "Anglo-Saxon" influence prevailed, with 
the type of theology (so to speak) that our missionaries brought to us. That theology 

. stayed as part of our culture, which is bound together with that fundamentalist and 
conservative Christianity. It was reflected in some hymns, but it is not so common any 
more. 

Victor Rivera-Garcia, in his article "Contextualized Worship: A Hispanic Approach to 
Mission", writes that "Christians mold and shape their own worship activities according to 
their perception of God and of themselves as unique cultural beings. It is the right of each 
culture to express worship in a way which is significant and meaningful to them." And he 
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RHYTIIM AND PRAISE 

In order to understand Hispanic hymns and music, first you have to have an understanding 

of our culture. 

It is good for you to know that musical culture in Latin America is actually more ancient 

than in North America. 

And may I make a parenthesis here of the term LATIN-AMERICA, (many of us think it is 

false) and this has brought many lively debates. It implies a non-existent spiritual tie with 

Italy. There are three racial elements which make up our culture: Indian, Colonial 

European and Black. Maybe if you have the opportunity of discussing this issue with 

Pablo Sosa, he will tell you that we are people with 'no name". 

Going back to our musical culture, the first Music School in the New World was 

established in Texoco, Mexico in 1524 by PEDRO DE GANTE, a Franciscan missionacy, 

who taught the natives to sing hymns and use Gregorian musical notation. The first book 

published in the Western Hemisphere was an ORDINARIDM printed in Mexico in 1556. 

The first Mass celebrated in the New World was given in Santo Domingo in 1512. 

Two racial strains have prevailed in our popular music: the Spanish and the African, and 

there is a great diversity of style among Hispanic composers. Sometimes they create their 

own style, with improvisations in harmony, melody and rhythm. The Spanish guitar is the 



heart of popular music. Drums, clapping of hands, stamping on the ground, tapping a 

wooden surface with long reeds, are used in native music. All sorts of materials of mineral, 

vegetable and animal origin are used by natives for the construction of their primitive 

instruments. Such instruments are often regarded as sacred objects, since they were used 

in religious rites. 

During the early centuries after the conquest of South America, eccesiastical authorities 

tried to suppress these instnnents as pagan, but music survived, instruments survived and 

found their way into community life and even into the Church itself. 

In spite of all the political changes in the Church throughout its history, the singing of 

hymns has been an integral part of the liturgy. 

In studying the history of hymnody, one can come to the conclusion that singing of hymns 

has been of primary importance in the worship of God. The prevalent culture of the 

various historical stages of hymnology is reflected in the style of the hymns and hymn 

singing. Hymnody has been, throughout the ages, the corporate expression of the faith of 

the Church. Hymns are essential in liturgy for the praise of God, the Almighty, and for the 

edification of the people of God. 

Our hymnals recently published bridge the gap between the traditions of the past and a 

vision of the future. It is imperative that the church sing the great hymns and psalms of its 

histocy and that we can ensure continuity of vital worship. Nevertheless, it is equally 



important that conternporacy hymns reflect the cultural and sociological reality of today's 

world. A vast nwnber of hymns and songs have been written and composed by Hispanics 

and many are being translated into English, and I am sure that numerous new hymns will 

surely become favorites. 

Raquel Gutierrez-Achon 

March 1997 
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