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Abstract: 
 

This thesis analyzes the development of the New Song movement in Chile from its inception 
in the 1950s with the music recovery efforts of Violeta Parra, through its heyday in the 1960s 

and early 1970s during the years of Salvador Allende’s Popular Unity government, to its 
legacy following the Pinochet coup of 1973. This thesis examines the New Song movement’s 

musical origins, political messages, and connections to the most pressing issues of its time, 
including the domestic urban-rural divide and the involvement of the ordinary people in the 

nation’s political sphere. 
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1 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

The history of Latin America is one of resistance. Centuries of exploitation and 

repression carried out by colonial and imperial powers across the region have resulted in the 

birth of a powerful spirit of resistance that has transcended borders and boundaries, spanning 

from the tropical islands of the Caribbean to the mountainous highlands of the Cono Sur. This 

popular resistance has taken on many different forms throughout many centuries as it has 

tirelessly challenged oppression, ranging from peaceful protest to armed guerrilla revolution. 

Yet Latin American resistance has also manifested itself as an art form, confronting injustice, 

oppression, and cultural imperialism through song.  

Song in Latin America has a long history, with a distinct “Latin American music” 

coming into existence as early as the sixteenth century with the blending of influences from 

the musical traditions of indigenous communities, Iberia, and Africa. With the arrival of 

European colonisers on American soil, their instruments, as well as the musical beats of the 

songs sung by enslaved Africans who were unwillingly brought with them, were adopted by 

the indigenous peoples of the New World. Indigenous instruments, lyrics, and melodies were 

also then adopted by the recently arrived Africans and Spaniards. This “clash of cultures,” as 

the founder of the Chilean New Song group Quilapayún explains, reconciled itself in the field 

of song with “a final synthesis” which reflected the new shared musical traditions of these 

three distinct groups of people.1 Certainly, the people of Latin America would soon go on to 

create various distinctive genres of music over the centuries, yet in each of them, these three 

influences have remained constant.  

 
1 Carrasco, Eduardo, La Nueva Canción en América Latina, 4. 
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By the middle of the twentieth century, however, one Latin American country in 

particular began to experience a great musical divide. A split emerged in Chile between the 

long-established rural communities and the new urban ones which had begun to expand 

rapidly across the nation at this time. While the people of the countryside, a largely 

indigenous population, continued to engage in a musical tradition mostly unaffected by the 

commodification of song that came with urbanisation, the population of Chile’s new and fast-

growing city centres began to consume and diffuse different types of music, the likes of 

which were, in contrast to the songs of the countryside, heavily commercialised and, to an 

extent, foreignised.  

By the beginning of the 1960s, however, a new folk-based song movement emerged, 

one which not not only drew from rural and indigenous musical tradition, but which also used 

its music as a tool of resistance in order to shape the present. The artists of this “Chilean New 

Song,” as it was called, worked to recover and reinvigorate the music of rural, indigenous 

Chile across urban landscapes, as well as to call for and create a better world. Songs were 

written to condemn injustice as well as to challenge the status quo at home and abroad. They 

critiqued the domestic exploitation carried out throughout the countryside by domineering 

landlords, the near cultural hegemony that the music of the urban elite had created, and even 

issues of imperialism overseas, such as the American War in Vietnam. The Chilean New 

Song was, in essence, a musical movement which both demanded an end to economic and 

cultural foreign domination, and which took an active part in bringing an end to it by turning 

to Chile’s rural, indigenous, and African musical roots. In doing so, it acted as a bridge to 

connect the urban and rural populations of Chile through music.  
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THE PIONEERING EFFORTS OF VIOLETA PARRA  

 

 The New Song was a movement that transcended country borders and embodied the 

struggle across all nations of Latin America for freedom and justice (a struggle which, at the 

time of the Nueva Canción’s inception, had spread across the region in the form of revolution 

and anti-colonial resistance); yet it traces its initial origins to just a single country during the 

1950s. Chile, at this time, was a nation that had recently undergone significant cultural 

“westernisation,” adopting the values and institutions of the United States and Europe. While 

this development could be seen in the changes taking place in all aspects of life, from 

individual changes such as adopting European clothing styles, to national transformation, 

especially through urban economic industrialisation, it was also exceedingly discernible in 

the field of music. The radio, which, by the 1960s, had established a considerable presence in 

urban Chile (with an approximated 750,000 radios being present in cities by the start of the 

decade)2 was dominated by the “top hits” of the United States (above all rock and roll), while 

European classical music was considered to be the pinnacle of “high culture,” dominating the 

repertoire of elite music groups, such as those in Chile’s universities. This conformity to 

“western” musical standards in the city, as well as the proliferation of the radio there, set the 

urban elite apart from ordinary rural Chileans, most of whom did not have access to the radio, 

nor to the universities.  

 While some of the popular genres of music in urban Chile did contain lyrics and 

imagery surrounding life in the countryside, such as the música típica and neofolclore of the 

forties and fifties, these styles of music were generally divorced from the reality of the rural 

communities which they so often invoked in their lyrics. These genres, performed mostly by 

 
2 Verba, Ericka. “Violeta Parra, Radio Chilena, and the ‘Battle in Defense of the Authentic’ during the 1950s in 
Chile,” 2.  
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middle to upper-class urbanites, romanticised rural living as an integral component of the 

Chilean national identity without acknowledging the hardship that came with it. Música 

típica, rather than decry poor working conditions and the arduous labour that Chilean 

countrymen had to perform each day to survive, actually glorified the struggle of the 

overworked huaso. Neofolclore similarly lacked criticisms of the difficulties of rural living, 

mentioning nothing of the plight of the working and peasant classes. Thus, while well-to-do 

Chileans sang songs romanticising what they believed to be the “honest toil” of their nation’s 

countrymen, reality for the campesinos was less than idyllic; despite labouring day in and day 

out, many rural Chileans lived in immense poverty, an existence which they most certainly 

did not view as romantic or attractive. Campesinos and inquilinos, far from being the free 

countrymen that they were portrayed to be in these types of songs, were, in reality, more like 

overworked serfs tethered to the lands of their feudal patrones.  

 This lack of connectedness with the reality of rural living would remain the norm in 

Chilean music until the young Violeta Parra entered the scene. Born in 1917 to a family of 

musicians in the very rural (and very indigenous) Ñuble province of southern Chile, Parra 

was immersed in rural music from the earliest moments of her childhood. Her father was a 

music teacher, and her mother was a seamstress and singer; the young Violeta Parra thus 

learned the music of the countryside by imitating her two parents.3 By the time she was a 

teenager, she had migrated to the city of Santiago in search of a job and financial stability – 

an increasingly common trend for the rural masses at this time, as unemployment and the 

exploitative living conditions to which the rural peasantry were subjected made it 

increasingly difficult to remain in the country (including, as detailed by historian Peter Winn, 

“substandard housing, with deficient diets and educational opportunities and with high rates 

 
3 Museo Violeta Parra. “Conozca a Violeta Parra.”  
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both of infant mortality and of illiteracy”).4 Here, she began performing live music in 

restaurants with her brothers Eduardo and Roberto, and her older sister Hilda; it was with 

Hilda that she would go on to form the Dúo de las Hermanas Parra the following decade. 

The Parra sisters performed together in popular city clubs such as the “Hostería Las Brisas” 

and the “Tordo Azul,” where their renditions of Mexican songs, such as the waltzes of 

Agustín Lara and Pedro Vargas, were so successful that they were able to appear on the radio 

and even publish their own music albums.5  

 This urban success was a significant departure from their humble musical upbringing 

in Ñuble, and despite the success they found there, Violeta and Hilda Parra decided to end 

their joint career in the early 1950s in order to forge their own unique musical paths. Violeta 

in particular desired a change in repertoire, hoping to substitute the music she had been 

performing in the city with the historic songs of her nation’s countryside, the likes of which 

she grew up singing and which were, by and large, neglected in the musical environment of 

urban Chile in favour of foreign songs and the more fashionable urban adaptations of rural 

folk music that simplified and romanticised the peasant struggle. This desire, along with 

motivation from her older brother Nicanor, led the young Violeta Parra to embrace the path 

of the folklorist and musical recoverer, in which she worked to collect what Latin American 

music historian Jedrek Mularski refers to as the “noncommercial folkloric sounds of rural 

Chile”6 and revive them in the popular urban consciousness. Therefore, as Parra herself put it, 

her labour would entail having to “traverse the entire country, immersing myself in its music 

in order to come to know it, and then go on to make it known to others.”7  

 
4 Winn, Peter, and Cristobal Kay. “Agrarian Reform and Rural Revolution in Allende’s Chile,” 135.  
5 La Enciclopedia de la Música Chilena. “Las Hermanas Parra.”  
6 Mularski, Jedrek. Music, Politics, and Nationalism in Latin America: Chile During the Cold War Era, 29.  
7 Ecran, “Conozca a Violeta Parra.”  
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Accordingly, throughout the rest of the 1950s, Parra travelled across rural Chile, 

acquainting herself with the indigenous communities throughout the countryside (visiting, for 

example, the Mapuche communities across south-central Chile, including those within her 

home region of Ñuble) and steeping herself in their musical tradition so as to know it well 

enough to be able to distribute it among those who were least likely to hear it: those who 

knew nothing more than the music genres of their urban environment, or those who had been 

forced to leave their rural home and culture behind for economic opportunity in the city. This 

was both a music recovery project as well as a political endeavour; Parra also intended to 

directly challenge the dominant cultural narrative of rural romanticism promoted within the 

music of the wealthier música típica and neofolclore artists with her own music.  

As a result of her efforts to preserve and disseminate this music, Violeta Parra 

accomplished two major feats. First, she was able to revive the songs of rural Chile in the 

music scene of urban Chile, and thus bring it to those who, either due to having been born in 

the city or having migrated there, had become isolated from it. By taking advantage of the 

apparatus of urban cultural dissemination (principally the radio and the television), she was 

able to, as articulated by Latin American culturist Gonzalo Montero, “capture content at risk 

of disappearing” [in urban Chile] and disseminate that content, rural music, to an audience 

that otherwise would not have engaged with it.8 Sergio Larrain, the famous Chilean 

photographer born and raised in the city of Santiago, later corroborated this narrative, 

claiming that, before Parra’s revitalisation of rural music in urban Chile, “We [the urbanites] 

were stuck in North American and European culture…Latin American things had no 

value…there was nothing in Chile!” Yet Parra was able to give back the music of rural Chile 

to those who had lost it, acting, as Larrain believed, “as a translator, so that we could know 

 
8 Montero, Gonzalo. “‘Entre campo y grabación’: Violeta Parra y las tecnologías migrantes,” 130.  
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ourselves.”9 That is to say, Parra’s work allowed for an urban rediscovery of the traditional 

music of their nation’s countryside, a music which many felt was an important shift from the 

simplistic romantic narratives portrayed in urbanised folk music. 

Parra, for her part, was adamant about the importance of her work, stating in a 1958 

interview for the Radio Universidad de Concepción that she planned to “go fighting almost 

door to door and window to window” in order to bring folkloric music to those who did not 

have it.10 She also acknowledged that this effort was a profoundly political one, meant to 

challenge what Gramsci termed “cultural hegemony,” the dominant cultural narrative 

promoted by those who had power and money: in this case, the wealthier urban music groups 

which promoted their own romantic (and overly simplistic) vision of rural life. Parra’s goal, 

then, was to recover and revitalise traditional rural music (and also perform her own music 

which was inspired by those traditional songs) in an urban setting so that it would not be 

completely overshadowed by the culturally dominant music of the urban elite.  

What Parra’s efforts also did was lay the foundations for the nascent Nueva Canción 

movement. Although she would not live to see the New Song during its peak in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s, Parra’s endeavour to recover the music of rural indigenous Chile in the 

urban consciousness, and her creation of her own original music, were essential to the New 

Song’s formation and success – the movement drew inspiration from her work and built upon 

it, creating new songs inspired by the older ones that she recovered and promoted. Víctor 

Jara, one of the movement’s principal actors, duly credited her with having provided the basis 

for the Nueva Canción, declaring that although she did not live to see “the fruits of her 

labours, [she] showed us the way.” The music group Inti-Illimani asserted along the same 

vein that “for us, she is a constant point of reference. We believe that Violeta Parra is a 

 
9 Morris, Nancy. “Canto porque es necesario cantar: The New Song Movement in Chile, 1973-1983,” 119. 
10 Violeta Parra, interview by Mario Céspedes, Radio Universidad de Concepción.  
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fundamental pillar of our history.”11 Though Parra did not know it at the time, she was, 

undoubtedly, planting the seeds for a larger political song movement, one which would build 

upon her work of protest through art. It is crucial, therefore, not to undervalue the work of 

Violeta Parra with respect to the birth of the Nueva Canción.  

 

 

LA NUEVA CANCIÓN CHILENA 

 

The Nueva canción itself was both a song “of the people” (una canción popular) and 

a song “of protest” (una canción protesta). Its artists utilised music as a medium through 

which to condemn the oppression and the impoverishment of the Chilean masses (both the 

rural peasantry as well as the urban proletariat), as well as to engage themselves in political 

struggle so that they could actively work to bring about what they felt was positive – and 

necessary – change. This change was, of course, a profoundly anti-imperialistic and 

humanistic one which promoted the wellbeing of the Chilean people over the enrichment of 

foreign investors and the domestic bourgeoisie. The movement quickly became a powerful 

political force meant to, as historian Jeffrey F. Tafefet explains, “create an alternative cultural 

power structure,” as well as bring about an alternative political one.12 This involved 

providing an alternative to the hegemonic cultural narrative of the música típica and 

neofolclore, in addition to fighting for a more just political system that would guarantee a 

better existence for the ordinary Chileans who were, at this time, suffering extraordinary 

impoverishment due to exploitative landlords in the country and a lack of adequate resources 

and aid in the city.  

 
11 Música de Chile. “La Nueva Canción Chilena: Violeta.”  
12 Taffet, Jeffrey F. “‘My Guitar is Not for the Rich’: The New Chilean Song Movement and the Politics of 
Culture,” 96.  
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Yet the New Song artists did not just sing on behalf of the Chileans suffering these 

things; they sang as part of them and their struggle for justice. None of the Nueva Canción 

singers and songwriters came from elite urban backgrounds associated with wealth and 

privilege, the likes of which would have afforded them the luxury of staying silent on the 

issue of rural poverty. Many, if not all of them, were born into families that had suffered the 

very kind of impoverishment that they critiqued in their music. Víctor Jara was born to two 

impoverished tenant farmers whose indigence increasingly set them at odds with one another; 

due to a lack of financial stability, the family was forced to move to the city in search of work 

and security by the time Jara was twelve years old.13 In his song “La Luna Siempre Muy 

Linda” (“The Moon is Always so Beautiful”),  Jara recalled his childhood memories of 

poverty, wherein his mother was “working day and night, crying and screaming,” and his 

father was so overwhelmed by destitution that he “never stopped drinking.”  

This glimpse into the life of Jara’s family was likely the reality for many poor Chilean 

families, above all for those who lived in the remote countryside where access to basic 

resources such as medical care and quality education was near impossible to obtain (Chilean 

campesinos were routinely denied access to the necessary resources of life by those who 

stood to make a profit off them), leaving people indigent and frustrated. Thus, when the 

artists of the New Song came forward demanding an end to the plight of the impoverished, 

they did so not as concerned and distant spectators, but as fellow sufferers who knew the 

hardships of rural life, such as exploitation by landlords and bosses, first-hand.  

Perhaps the New Song’s most scathing critique of the oppression of the poor was 

Víctor Jara’s 1969 composition titled “Preguntas por Puerto Montt,” (“Questions for Puerto 

Montt”). On the morning of March 3 of that year, ninety-one poor families began squatting 

on forty hectares (less than a quarter of a square mile) of empty, infertile land in the Pampa 

 
13 Museo de Antofagasta. “Conmemoran el Natalicio de Víctor Jara.”  
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Irigoin, located within the city-port of Puerto Montt. These families intended to obtain legal 

permission to remain on the land there as they found themselves increasingly marginalised 

within the capitalist Chilean city and had nowhere else to go. The urban housing situation 

was exceedingly precarious at this time, above all in Puerto Montt, which had experienced a 

devastating earthquake just nine years earlier. Squatting on empty land had become, as 

Chilean labour historian Ángela Vergara notes, “almost the only mechanism for the majority 

of Puerto Montt’s poor residents and arriving migrants to access a home.”14 The lack of 

accessible housing for the poor (largely due to the state’s inaction and failure to provide 

homes for the many Chileans fleeing rural poverty) made land seizures such as the one at the 

Pampa Irigoin increasingly common.  

Yet in the early morning of March 9, just six days after the poor families had first 

begun their peaceful land seizure, or toma, at the Pampa Irigoin, about two-hundred 

carabineros (Chilean policemen), under the orders of the Minister of the Interior, Edmundo 

Pérez Zújovic, began to violently attempt to remove them from the land and destroy what 

little they had constructed for themselves there. While the police hurled tear gas and rubber 

bullets at the unarmed civilians, they could only fight back with the stones on the ground 

under their feet. The result was a massacre: nine adults and one infant were killed, and 

seventy were wounded.15 When Víctor Jara, a thousand kilometres away in Santiago de 

Chile, read the news, he grew furious with Pérez Zújovic and with the carabineros. 

According to his wife, Joan Jara: 

 
Upon reading the news in Santiago, Víctor flew into a rage and grieved as if the police had attacked and 
decimated his own family. He immediately took up his guitar and composed a song of accusation against Pérez 
Zújovic, in whom he saw a symbol of the distorted values of the society in which we lived.16 
 
 

 
14 Vergara, Ángela. “Revisiting Pampa Irigoin: Social Movements, Repression, and Political Culture in 1960s 
Chile,” 45.  
15 Interferencia. “50 años de la Matanza de Pampa Irigoin en Puerto Montt.”  
16 Archivo Chile. “Preguntas por Puerto Montt,” 1.  
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 Jara certainly must have identified with these families in some respect; he had grown 

up suffering a similar kind of poverty to the one that had driven these people to try to make a 

home for themselves by squatting at Puerto Montt. Furthermore, Jara’s rage at the bloody 

outcome of the short-lived occupation of the Pampa Irigoin must have come from a place of 

both empathy and understanding. He knew that these people had done nothing to warrant the 

violence they had been met with; their only “crime” was being poor in a newly industrialised 

economy that neglected the needs of the impoverished and refused to provide them with the 

basic necessities of life. Thus, five days after the massacre, Jara’s song, “Preguntas por 

Puerto Montt,” was complete, charging Pérez Zújovic with the responsibility for the murders 

of the ten peasant squatters and making his guilt known to all: “Mister Pérez, you buried your 

conscience in a coffin,” sang Jara. “And not even all the rain of the south will clean your 

hands.”  

 What Jara also intended to communicate within the lyrics of “Preguntas por Puerto 

Montt,” in addition to the condemnation of Pérez Zújovic, was the justice of the cause of the 

murdered peasants. Jara repeated twice throughout his song that they “died without knowing 

why they were shot in the chest,” while merely “fighting for the right of land on which to 

live.” This was certainly an emotional appeal to the humanity of the murdered individuals, 

their right to land on which they could stay, and a vindication of their toma in the Pampa 

Irigoin: without a home and without the support of the government (urban housing reform 

had been promised, but proved to be inadequate and ineffective, above all for recent rural 

migrants), land seizure was the only option afforded to those with nowhere to live.  

 Throughout the late 1960s, Víctor Jara and his fellow Nueva canción artists used their 

music in this way, denouncing their country’s treatment of the poor and the dispossessed. Yet 

the discography of the New Song was not limited to laments and condemnations; it also 

contained a number of songs which functioned as explicit calls to political action. These were 
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meant to inspire the oppressed and support them in their struggle to outright challenge the 

capitalist exploitation in Chile which overworked the poor and denied them their basic 

resources and rights – as well as present an alternative to them. In the same album as 

“Preguntas por Puerto Montt,” for example, Jara also released a song titled “Plegaria a un 

labrador,” (“Prayer for the Worker”), which, utilising the ecclesiastical vernacular of well-

known prayers such as the Hail Mary and the Lord’s Prayer, called upon the Chilean working 

class and peasantry to join together in the struggle to bring about a fairer, juster state (that is, 

a socialist Chile). This, as Austrian musicologist Pablo Rojas Sahurie notes, helped to 

“connect popular Christianity with the strong Marxist influences of the [New Song] 

movement.”17 Written at a time when liberation theology, a revolutionary Catholic movement 

predicated upon bringing about the political and economic freedom of the poor, was gaining 

popularity in Latin America, Jara’s song stood out as part of this larger movement blending 

Christian faith and liberatory politics. “Plegaria a un labrador” was therefore a song which 

was meant to inspire hope in the deeply religious working masses that a future of justice and 

liberation could be constructed, collectively, by all.  

Still, while songs like Jara’s “Plegaria a un labrador” were in and of themselves calls 

to political action, driven by their artists’ goal of working to create a nation (and a world) 

wherein the ordinary people would no longer suffer exploitation and abuse at the hands of the 

rich and powerful, the singers and songwriters of the Nueva Canción did not intend to limit 

themselves to simply releasing their songs as a means to that end. They took things one step 

further by actually embedding themselves and their music into Chilean electoral politics, 

utilising their songs as tools to literally change their nation’s political order. They 

accomplished this by using their music to support and promote the election campaign of 

 
17 Rojas Sahurie, Pablo. “A Classless Society or Kingdom Come? Plegaria a un labrador and the Nueva Canción 
Chilena,” 186. 
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Salvador Allende, who, in 1970, became the first self-described Marxist in the history of the 

entire hemisphere to run for president and win the majority vote.  

The socialist Allende was the ideal candidate for the Nueva Canción singers and 

songwriters to collaborate with and support in their efforts to bring revolutionary change to 

Chile. By the time of his fourth election campaign in 1970, he had already established 

himself as a genuine activist with a substantial history of left-wing political activism (he was 

even one of the core founders of the Chilean Socialist Party in 1933), as well as an admirable 

political career in the Chilean National Congress and Senate, wherein he had “introduced 

legislation on public health, social welfare, and the rights of women.”18 Perhaps one of 

Allende’s most notable achievements while serving as a member of the Senate in the 1950s 

was his participation in passing the legislation that created the Chilean National Health 

Service, which guaranteed universal medical care across the country. 

With such an extensive and impressive political history, Allende had both the 

knowledge and the skills to create a successful socialist campaign built upon genuine 

promises (the likes of which he would go on to keep) of bringing revolutionary change to 

Chile, including bringing about educational improvement, agrarian reform, and extensive 

nationalisations. This was his plan for the “Chilean Road” to socialism, where, instead of 

ushering in a new system through armed revolution or violent conflict, radical change would 

be introduced peacefully from above with the support and participation of the people, from 

below. Indeed, the Unidad Popular (“Popular Unity”), the broad political alliance to which 

his Socialist Party (as well as the nation’s other left leaning parties, such as the Communist 

and Social Democratic parties) belonged, was a political conglomerate which had 

membership across the left spectrum, and which would go on to receive overwhelming 

 
18 Tedeschi, Sara et al., “Salvador Allende: Physician, Socialist, Populist, President,” 3.  
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popular support for its promised programme of nationalisations, agrarian reform, and social 

welfare.  

Allende’s promise of a peaceful transition to socialism appealed to many, above all to 

the singers and songwriters of the Nueva Canción, who felt that his victory would finally 

bring justice to the Chilean masses as they envisioned it: by doing away with the exploitative 

practices that had produced great poverty in both the countryside and the city. By actively 

supporting Allende and his bid for the presidency, the New Song artists even found a channel 

through which they could themselves serve as some of the principal champions of this 

change. Allende, for his part, wholeheartedly embraced the New Song as a reflection of 

Chilean folk culture and as an integral component of his election campaign. At the Festival 

Folklórico de la Unidad Popular (“Folkloric Festival of the Popular Unity”), a joint New 

Song and Popular Unity concert held in April 1970, he proudly declared that “there can be no 

revolution without song.”19 Consequently, the music of the Nueva Canción composed during 

the election campaign and after Allende’s victory was a reflection of the genuine hope and 

excitement that its artists (and the Chilean left as a whole) felt during this time, coupled with 

a profound sense of optimism that conditions for the exploited worker and peasant would 

improve.  

This new musical optimism during the Allende campaign can perhaps be best 

represented by the song “Venceremos” (“We Shall Overcome”), which was not only adopted 

as the anthem of Allende’s election campaign, but which also became the official hymn of the 

Popular Unity government after his victory. The original lyrics, composed by Sergio Ortega, 

as well as the alternative lyrics written by Víctor Jara, both evoked a strong sense of hope 

that, with the possibility socialism in Chile’s future, it would finally be able to “overcome the 

misery of fascism” and “make a better homeland with the strength that surges from the 

 
19 Mularski, Jedrek. Music, Politics, and Nationalism in Latin America: Chile During the Cold War Era, 102.  
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people.” The lyrics of “Venceremos” thus called upon the Chilean masses to support Allende, 

under whose leadership and socialist vision for Chile they would finally be able to “break the 

thousand chains” of exploitation, the “misery of fascism” and the “Yankee oppressor.”  

When Allende won the election on 4 September 1970, the artists of the Nueva 

Canción were overcome with joy and excitement. Víctor Jara, in a letter written just over two 

weeks after the results of the election, asked fellow musician Rúben Ortiz Fernandez: “What 

must you have done the night of Allende’s triumph? I’m sure it was the same as what we all 

did. Cry, jump, sing, shout, run, sing and dance with the joy that had never before been seen 

in Santiago.”20 If the time of Allende’s campaign had been one of immense hope and 

optimism, his victory increased these feelings tenfold: the dream of a liberated, socialist Chile 

now seemed ready to become reality.  

On 3 November, about two months after his electoral victory was announced to the 

nation, Allende took office, effectively becoming the twenty-eighth President of the Chilean 

Republic. Despite assuming the presidency while surrounded by intense opposition from the 

country’s wealthy elite and political right-wing, two predominantly privileged (and powerful) 

groups which felt their interests would be threatened by the Popular Unity’s revolutionary 

project of nationalising industry and providing social services to the poor, Allende was able 

to press forward with his government’s plans for the nation with little delay. Before the year 

was even over, he had already begun to fulfil his promise of nationalising private industry; on 

21 December, he, as historian Peter Winn explains, “proposed [and passed] a constitutional 

amendment expropriating the multimillion dollar American investment of Chile’s large 

copper mines,”21 and ten days later, on New Year’s Eve, he nationalised Chile’s private 

banks.  

 
20 Víctor Jara to Rúben Ortiz Fernández, September 23, 1970, in Carta inédita de Víctor Jara.  
21 Winn, Peter. Weavers of Revolution: The Yarur Workers and Chile’s Road to Socialism, 74.  
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Yet Allende did not aim for revolutionary change in Chile to come solely from his 

position above; he also intended for the people themselves to be active participants in the 

transition to socialism “from below.” He made this abundantly clear in his first speech to the 

nation after taking office, promising in this inaugural address that “people’s power” would be 

the order of the day in UP Chile. He would work “from above” to do away with the old forms 

of oppression which had stifled the freedom of the people for so long (monopolistic 

domination was one major example cited by Allende in his speech), and by doing so, he 

would create space in which a people’s democracy could begin to emerge.  

On 21 December 1970, for instance, at the same time that he began to nationalise 

private industry, he also undertook the task of establishing a democratic system of peasant 

councils. These consejos comunales campesinos, as social historian Ovidio Cárcamo-

Hernández explains, not only sought to create a genuine form of direct democracy through 

which the Chilean peasantry could take part in the politics of their communities, but also 

“sought to bring the voice of the peasantry to the governmental authorities in order to 

optimise decision making,”22 making sure to emphasise the concerns of the most 

marginalised of these voices: those of women and indigenous peasants. This direct 

democratic participation in important affairs by the workers and campesinos (commonly 

referred to by the left as poder popular) was a truly revolutionary change in the way in which 

ordinary Chileans could interact with politics; whereas before the Allende administration it 

was unlikely for a Chilean campesino to have a say in the politics that were affecting his 

community, now, the peasantry could take an active role in the decision-making for their 

locality and could promote their own class interests, such as with respect to the 

administration of the agricultural sector. 

 
22 Hernández, Ovidio Cárcamo. “Movimiento Campesino Revolucionario y Consejos Comunales Campesinos 
de base. Una experiencia de Poder Popular en Chile,” 95.  
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Before the end of the year, the Nueva Canción group Inti-Illimani released an album 

titled Canto al programa (“Song to the Programme”), a celebration of Allende’s electoral 

victory with a setlist laying out the promises he had made, including songs such as the 

“Canción de la reforma agraria” (“Song of the Agrarian Reform”) and the “Vals de la 

educación para todos” (“The Waltz of Education for All”). The first song of the album, 

following a musical introduction and a brief narration, was the “Canción del poder popular” 

(“Song of the People’s Power”). Performed with an upbeat tempo and sung like an anthem, 

the “Canción del poder popular” excitedly announced in its chorus that “this time it isn’t 

about changing a president; it will be the people who construct a very different Chile.” This 

was both an assertion and a reminder that radical change would not only be legislated by 

Allende, the nation’s president, but would also be put into action by the people themselves, 

who would now be able to participate in the politics of socialist Chile. While previous 

elections really were just the “changing of a president,” it was understood that the election of 

Allende would be fundamentally different: it would offer real structural change and 

opportunity for the people.  

The voices of the Nueva Canción singers were also given a special status within the 

Allende government. The New Song heavily supported by the Unidad Popular, with the 

government working tirelessly in order to promote its songs and its artists among the Chilean 

masses, hoping to use it to garner support as well as to connect ordinary Chileans with the 

Via chilena and the new cultural force that was the Nueva Canción. The Allende 

administration routinely organised what it called “folkloric music festivals” through which 

the songs of the Nueva Canción could be further popularised, especially among those already 

sympathetic to the UP, and provided all the necessary funding for the events. “We wanted to 
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bring in the Inti-Illimanis and the Quilapayúns,” explained one festival organiser, “and the 

government helped us to do that.”23  

These festivals were incredibly successful in drawing in large crowds eager to hear 

the songs of the Nueva Canción, yet the Allende government also acknowledged that a good 

portion of the Chilean peasantry, above all those residing in the more isolated rural areas of 

the country, were not able to materialise at these events at the same rate as their urban 

counterparts. The solution was to send the New Song artists to them, with the intention to not 

only disseminate the Nueva Canción to the Chileans living throughout the countryside, but 

also to establish genuine connections between the singers and songwriters and the 

campesinos, thus allowing them to break with the former cultural hegemony of the música 

típica and neofolclore and engage with the new cultural perspectives put forward by the New 

Song.24 In 1971, a month-long artistic tour, sponsored by the Popular Unity government, was 

given throughout the rural south by a number of important actors, dancers, and New Song 

artists, the most notable of the latter being the activist and musical director Rolando Alarcón. 

Beginning in Puerto Montt and ending 950 kilometres south in Rancagua, the tour of this 

“Tren Popular de la Cultura” (“Culture Train,” named for the train which the cultural 

disseminators took from town to town) drew sizable crowds and was overall very well-

received.  

 The Allende government did not stop at this, however; in addition to promoting the 

New Song domestically, it also attempted to promote it abroad. Víctor Jara and the singers of 

groups such as Inti-Illimani and Quilapayún were sent on multiple international trips in order 

to bring the music of the Nueva Canción across the world, functioning both as spokespersons 

for the Chilean Road to Socialism and also as their nation’s cultural ambassadors. Not only 

 
23 Mularski, Jedrek. Music, Politics, and Nationalism in Latin America: Chile During the Cold War Era, 154.  
24 Ibid, 155.  
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would this boost the reputation of the Popular Unity government in the eyes of the 

international community, but it would also help spread the socialist ideals of the Via chilena 

to the working people across the world. In 1971 alone, the Popular Unity government sent 

Víctor Jara on cultural diplomacy tours to six different countries across Latin America: 

Argentina, Colombia, Costa Rica, Mexico, Peru, and Venezuela.25 Musical performances 

were held at a variety of different venues and through multiple mediums; physical locations 

included universities, cultural centres, and concert halls, while recitals and recordings were 

also given on the radio and on television. While the choices for the New Song’s international 

venues did once again favour the presence of the urban population over the rural peasantry, 

the cultural diplomacy tours were still considered successful; large crowds of eager listeners 

filled the halls of each and every foreign concert.  

 Yet in 1973, the situation at home in Chile began to take a turn for the worse; 

conservative opposition to the Popular Unity government was mounting. The perceived 

threats that the government posed to the stability of the Chilean social hierarchy and the 

interests of big business, as well as the real threat of the inflation crisis which had 

materialised under Allende’s leadership, provoked intense hostility from the more well-to-do 

sectors of Chilean society, as well as from the military. On 29 June, members of the Chilean 

Army, led by Lieutenant Colonel Roberto Souper, attempted a coup at the presidential palace. 

While this particular takeover attempt, popularly referred to as the Tanquetazo, was thwarted, 

it was a grim omen for what was to come just two months later. On 11 September 1973, with 

covert support from the United States Central Intelligence Agency, General Augusto Pinochet 

led the Chilean military to the La Moneda palace with the intent to stage yet another violent 

coup, and this one proved to be successful.  

 
25 Bieletto-Bueno, Natalia. “El contexto político en México durante la visita de Víctor Jara (1971),” 213.  
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 Even in his last moments, Salvador Allende remained committed to the people of 

Chile and to his principles of nonviolence; when the gravity of the situation he was in became 

abundantly clear, Allende refused the opportunity to safely slip out of the country, rejecting 

the idea of fleeing and generating armed resistance to Pinochet, as Fidel Castro had advised 

him to do.26 Instead, he remained within the presidential palace, where he issued a final 

address to the nation over the radio. With audible gunshots and chaos in the background, he 

announced with clarity and resolve that the future would, in time, be less bleak:  

 

Workers of my country, I have faith in Chile and its destiny. Other men will overcome this dark and bitter 
moment when treason seeks to prevail. Go forward knowing that, sooner rather than later, the great avenues will 
open again where free men will walk to build a better society. Long live Chile! Long live the people! Long live 
the workers!27  
 

What Allende likely could not have predicted in these final moments of his life, 

however, was the extent of the political repression that would follow the coup. After his death 

on 11 September (the nature of which is still highly disputed, with some arguing that he was 

killed in the assault on La Moneda and others arguing that he took his own life)28 and 

Pinochet’s violent seizure of power, Chileans suspected to be leftists or leftist sympathisers 

were rounded up, tortured, and murdered by the military en masse. Official approximations 

place the number of desaparecidos, or those who were forcibly disappeared and killed, at 

over three-thousand, while the number of those who were detained, tortured, and survived is 

estimated to be close to forty-thousand.29  

 The Nueva Canción movement, with its openly leftist themes and pro-Popular Unity 

singers and songwriters, was a prime target for repression under Pinochet’s violent, anti-

communist junta. Within hours of the coup taking place, Víctor Jara was seized by the 

 
26 Harner, Tanya. Allende’s Chile and the Inter-American Cold War, 11.  
27 Allende, Salvador. “Last Words to the Nation.”  
28 Dunkerly, James. Political Suicide in Latin America and Other Essays, 17-18.  
29 Amnesty International, “Chile: 40 Years on from Pinochet’s Coup, Impunity Must End.”  
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military from the university where he worked and forcibly detained at the Estadio Chile along 

with thousands of others who had been accused of harbouring leftist sympathies or of having 

been supporters of the Popular Unity government. In the five days that he was imprisoned at 

the Stadium, Jara suffered extensive torture while also being forced to bear witness to the 

abuse of those around him; this prompted him to secretly obtain a pen and paper from a 

fellow detainee, which he used to compose what would be the last verses of his life. “What 

horror does the face of fascism cause!” wrote Jara, “Is this the world you created, my G-d?”30 

Hours after drafting his final poem, Jara was dead. He had been beaten, tortured, and shot to 

death; his body was later found dumped in the street with forty-four bullet wounds.  

While the other singers and songwriters of the Nueva Canción did not suffer death as 

Víctor Jara did, they were met with equal repression from the Pinochet junta. Ángel Parra, 

son of Violeta Parra and one of the prominent artists of the New Song movement, was 

arrested and detained at the Estadio Nacional after the coup, and later interned alongside 

more than a thousand others at the Campo de Prisioneros Chacabuco, a concentration camp in 

northern Chile. Despite his imprisonment at the camp, however, Parra’s spirit did not break; 

indeed, he continued to sing and even compose new melodies during his captivity. When he 

was finally released from internment in early 1974, Parra went into exile in Mexico, and later 

settled in France. While he did return to Chile for a brief tour in 1989, he remained a 

displaced resident in Paris until his death in 2017.  

 Exile was the fate shared by almost all of the artists of the Nueva Canción after the 

coup. The artists of Inti-Illimani, having been on tour in Italy at the time of Pinochet’s seizure 

of power, were forced to remain there for over a decade until they could finally safely tour 

Chile again in the late 1980s. Like Parra, however, Inti-Illimani’s members continued to 

perform and produce new music despite the circumstances. The members of Quilapayún were 

 
30 Jara, Víctor. “Somos cinco mil.” 
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similarly forced into exile, and took up residency in France, where they, too, continued to 

release new albums. In 1975, the group composed the song titled “La represión,” (“The 

Repression”) in which they lamented the loss of life that had occurred in Chile after the coup. 

Fittingly, however, the final song of the album in which “La represión” was released was “El 

pueblo unido jamás será vencido” (“The People United Will Never Be Defeated”), a resolute 

reminder to the people of Chile that the repression under Pinochet would not last forever, and 

that they would soon be able to “conquer their happiness” once again.  

 

CONCLUSION  

 

 While it is true that the 11 September coup d’état officially toppled the Nueva 

Canción from its peak and forced its artists into exile, that did not mean that the music of the 

movement was completely destroyed. On the contrary, many of the New Song singers and 

ensembles have continued to perform and produce their music outside of Chile to this day, as 

has already been noted, in addition to working to bring their songs back to Chile after the 

coup. Sergio Ortega, for example, author of the Popular Unity hymn “Venceremos,” sent the 

score of the song to director Patricio Guzmán for his 1997 documentary “Chile, la memoria 

obstinada” (“Chile, Obstinate Memory”), and youth began to play the song in Chile for the 

first time since Pinochet’s military takeover.31  

What is more, the music of the Chilean New Song now continues to be reproduced 

and sung both domestically and internationally, with its lyrics being invoked with no small 

frequency in protests for human rights and social justice. During Chile’s 2019 protests against 

social and economic inequality, for example, Jara’s song “El derecho de vivir en paz,” (“The 

Right to Live in Peace”) originally written in opposition to the American war in Vietnam, 

 
31 Chile, la memoria obstinada, directed by Patricio Guzmán (1997).  
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was then re-utilised as an anthem for the domestic demonstrations. Even in the remotest parts 

of rural Guatemala, Mayan men were singing the Nueva Canción songs of Víctor Jara and 

Quilapayún.32 It must be concluded, then, that despite the tragedy of 1973 in Chile, the Nueva 

Canción still lives on today. Its legacy remains enormous, and the lyrics of its artists continue 

to influence and inspire people across the world. It will thus continue to be relevant, and will 

continue to be, in the words of Víctor Jara, music with feeling and reason.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
32 Manz, Beatriz. Paradise in Ashes: A Guatemalan Journey of Courage, Terror, and Hope, 5.  
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