ANETTE CHRISTENSEN

MERCEDES SOSA

"A heartfelt and affectionate tribute
honoring the life of my mother." -Fabiian Matus

ATRIBUTE T0 "LA NEGRA," THE VOICE OF LATIN AMERICA (1935 - 2009), SPECIAL ANNIVERSARY EDITION

A

TEKTIME



Anette Christensen
Mercedes Sosa —

More Than A Song

http://www.litres.ru/pages/biblio_book/?art=57158246
Mercedes Sosa — More than a Song:
ISBN 9788835404897

AHHOTaAIUSA

The Argentine folk singer and social activist, Mercedes Sosa,
was a world-class performer, whose influence went far beyond the
borders of music. Blacklisted as being one the most dangerous
people to the regime in Argentina in the 1970s, she became the
underground reference point for the poor and oppressed, and an icon
of democracy who fought South America’s dictators with her voice.
Nicknamed, “The Voice of the Voiceless,” Sosa emerged as a legend
and a much-loved mother of Latin America. With her powerful voice
and compelling stage presence, the Argentine folk singer, Mercedes
Sosa, was a world-class performer, whose influence went far beyond
the borders of music. Blacklisted as being one the most dangerous
people to the regime in Argentina in the 1970s, she became the
underground reference point for the poor and oppressed, and an
icon of democracy who fought South America’s dictators with her
voice. Alongside her lifelong career, which earned her four Grammy
Awards, Sosa also worked as Goodwill Ambassador for the children in



Latin America and in the Caribbean, and was granted the prestigious
position of Vice President of the Earth Council. Nicknamed, “The
Voice of the Voiceless,” Sosa emerged as a legend and a much-loved
mother of Latin America. Although Mercedes Sosa was one of the
most recognized artists in international music, and collaborated with
musicians ranging from Luciano Pavarotti, Sting and Joan Baez, she
remained an unsung hero outside of Latin America. However, now ten
years after her death, Sosa’s legacy continues to shine. Her example
of integrity and solidarity lives on and make her a role model who
points out the path to a more emphatic and compassionate world. But
how did a girl raised in a poor Indian working class family gain such
influence? Mercedes Sosa — More than a Song explores the secret
behind Sosa’s remarkable impact and reveals how her upbringing,
political circumstances and personal tragedies formed her life and her
career. Now, ten years after her death, Sosa’s legacy continues to shine.
Her example of integrity and solidarity lives on and make her a role
model who points out the path to a more emphatic and compassionate
world. Her story calls out for the best in all of us. You are about to
meet a woman who will inspire you by her courage and authenticity.
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Endorsements

“In this work, you will find a new and touching perspective
on our beloved Mercedes. It is a heartfelt and affectionate tribute
honoring the life of my mother. Thank you, Anette, for all your
efforts in the name of the Mercedes Sosa Foundation.”

-Fabian Matus, son of Mercedes Sosa and president of The
Mercedes Sosa Foundation.



Tribute

“If Mercedes had embraced you, you'd never forget it. She had
the ability to embrace people like no one else in the world; one
always had the feeling of being embraced by Mother Earth herself.
She took all of us in her arms with her voice, with this unequaled
bel canto voice, which was always a pure expression of her soul.
There was never anything artificial about this wonderful woman,
this brave woman, this icon of courageous resistance to military
dictatorship. For me, she radiated the most important thing that
makes a great human being: kindness."

-Konstantin Wecker, singer and poet, Germany
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Dedication

In honor of Fabidn Matus, Mercedes Sosa’s son, who passed
away on March 15, 2019, less than ten years after his mother.
You worked wholeheartedly for your mother when she was alive
and maybe even harder to establish her legacy after her death.

To the Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo, who in a high age,
are still active in their search of the children stolen from their
parents and given to the Generals during The Dirty War. You
are an example to all of us, that age is no hindrance to making
a change in this world.

To people Mercedes Sosa loved and served her entire life.
Those who suffer under the burden of poverty, persecution,
censorship, torture and social injustice in any form, the
indigenous, the disenfranchised, the oppressed, the homeless, the
orphans, the depressed, the lonely, and everyone who has never
been seen and loved for who they are.



Introduction

ON OCTOBER 4, 2009, when her death was announced on
the news, I caught my first glimpse of Mercedes Sosa. There
was a very short sequence of her singing “Gracias a la vida”
at an acoustic concert in Switzerland in 1980. The first thing
that struck me was her authenticity. I could sense that she was a
person of tremendous integrity. What she expressed seemed to
be in complete accordance with who she was. The intensity and
firmness in her voice, the intoning of every note and every word
reached me like glassy water reflecting my soul. Her tenderness,
profound passion, immense presence, and charisma moved me
deeply. I started to watch and listen to Mercedes Sosa on the
internet and soon I found myself completely immersed in her
life,— a universe of music and love. Tears would run down my
cheeks as I watched her and listened to her songs and intuitively,
I began to use her eyes like a mirror that reflected back to me
what I had missed out on as a child. In her eyes I saw the glance
of a mother, a glance that said, “I see who you are, and in my
eyes you are wonderful.”

Since my discovery of Mercedes Sosa had such a deep
and haunting impact on me, I began searching for any bit of
information I could find about her. I soon learned that I wasn’t
alone with the experience of being invigorated and transformed
in her presence. As I delved deep into Mercedes’ life I discovered



that her fans often referred to her as a “mystical presence.”
This aroused my curiosity to gain a better understanding of her
personal life—her relationships with her family, fans, and friends
as well as the events that shaped her life on a personal and
professional level. I embarked on a quest to find the secret behind
her enormous impact and this so-called “mystical presence.”

What I discovered affected me on various levels. Watching
how Mercedes dealt with social and political problems increased
my social awareness. Witnessing how she related to others,
whether it was peasants or presidents, friends or foes, touched
me deeply and aroused a desire in me to become more respectful
and compassionate and to pay full attention to others.

I am a sensitive and intuitive person who always looks for the
best in others. Sometimes when I meet a person for the first time,
my inner detector tells me that I have struck gold. It is a sensitivity
that makes me feel a person’s essence and see their innate beauty
immediately. It is exactly what happened when Mercedes Sosa
came up on my radar. I felt I had found a treasure, and the more
I got to know about her, the more convinced I became, that I had
encountered a legend.

Naturally, I was interested in talking to others about her, so
I kept asking everyone on my way if they had heard of her,
but I never had a positive answer. Realizing that she was still
an unsung hero in the English speaking world, as well as my
longing to get to know her, learn from her and connect with her
gave me inspiration to write this book. I remember sitting on the



stairs outside our house looking up at the stars when the thought
crossed my mind for the first time only one month after her
death.

Writing this book has been like putting a jigsaw puzzle with
one thousand pieces together, starting with having only one single
piece and no idea what the full picture would look like. I was so
attracted to the single piece I had found, that I had to search for
the nine hundred and ninety other pieces. I am a go-getter and
extremely persistent, and the challenge of not having access to
the Spanish sources only increased my motivation. The first four
years were a lonely journey as I didn’t have anyone I could share
my passion with, but it changed in 2013, a year after my husband
and I had moved from Denmark to Turkey.

I was on my way back from the beach when I passed by a
small shop which I passed by every day. This particular day
I spotted a beautiful turquoise batik dress that was hanging
outside. Turquoise being my favorite color at the time, I decided
to stop and try it on. Up to that time we had met only two
English-speaking Turkish people, so when the lady in the shop
approached me and I realized she spoke English quite well, I was
surprised and overjoyed.

I was a little stunned too because she looked almost exactly
like Mercedes Sosa at a young age. She was a small exotic-
looking woman with long black hair and intense dark eyes.
Furthermore, I immediately recognized that her essence was
similar to Mercedes Sosa’s. Naturally I couldn’t help but ask her



the same question I had asked everybody on my way the past four
years, though I never got an affirmative answer. I asked, “Do you
know Mercedes Sosa?”

Her answer made my heart jump. “Of course I know her. 1
love her!”

When I told her I was writing a book about Mercedes Sosa, she
got excited and said she wanted to read it and even sell it in her
shop. She also told me she had been working in the book industry
in Turkey most of her life and was keen on translating the book
into Turkish. I wasn’t finished when we met, but meeting her
encouraged me to do so and get it published. It became the
beginning of a very special friendship, and I believe it was life’s
way to encourage me to move on with the project.

While writing this book, I reached out to Sosa’s family in
Argentina in hopes of receiving some insights into her life as
well as to receive their blessing on this project of documenting
her life, upbringing, career in music, and the social and political
environment she lived in. I am very happy that they approved
of the book at a very early stage and found my psychological
approach enticing.

I also engaged with some of Mercedes Sosa’s personal friends
and fans and have included their stories as well. Through
my connection with the Latin American people on Facebook,
where I now have over 16,000 followers, I began to understand
Mercedes Sosa’s deep affection towards her people. The Latin
American people have become very special to me too and their



love, support and encouragement has touched my heart.

I do not consider this book to be a complete biography of
Mercedes Sosa—rather it is a personal profile of her. I have used
my imagination in a few places to fill in some of the gaps without
reducing the credibility of the overall story. These passages are
listed in the addendum. Here I also explain how I used a mindful
approach to get to know Mercedes well enough to write this book
without having access to the Spanish sources.

Maybe you wonder why I'm making the effort to describe
the political situation in South America. Through Mercedes, 1
developed an affection for South America and realized that the
continent is much overlooked in the media outside the Spanish-
speaking world. As Mercedes Sosa’s friend, the Cuban singer
Pablo Milanés once said, it is not possible to tell the story of
Latin America without mentioning Mercedes Sosa. I believe the
opposite is true as well. It is not possible to tell about Mercedes
Sosa without telling about this troubled but vibrant continent in
which Mercedes invested her entire life. I refer to South America
as the continent in the western hemisphere consisting of the
countries and islands south of Panama. I use Latin America as
a cultural entity of Spanish and Portuguese speaking nations in
both Americas.

On my YouTube Channel, Mercedes Sosa — The Voice of
Hope, you will find a playlist with many of the songs and
episodes that I describe in the book. As you come across these
songs, I encourage you to visit the channel so that you may fully



appreciate what is being described.

I am excited that after almost ten years of pondering, listening,
watching, researching, and writing, I can finally introduce you to
this amazing woman who influenced an entire continent by using
her unique talent and outstanding personality. and who turned
my life around even after her death.

If you want to know more about my personal journey with
Mercedes Sosa, it is included in Mercedes Sosa — The Voice of
Hope, where I show you how I recovered from emotional wounds
by relating to Mercedes Sosa as a mother. I believe my story as
well as the scientific insights that back up my experience can
be useful to anyone who finds him or herself stuck in limiting,
crippling, or tormenting experiences from the past. This edition

is published to mark the 10t anniversary of Mercedes Sosa’s
death and contains only the biographical part of the original
book.

I have written this book out of deep respect for Mercedes Sosa
and everything she stands for. This is my love song to Mercedes
Sosa. In her voice, life becomes a song with a scent of hope as
sweet and beautiful as the flower that grows in the paths of those
who looks forward. Her voice represents a woman who in turn
represents dreams, ideals and love that go far beyond the border
of music. Mercedes Sosa was more than song. She was the voice
of hope to many. May this book extend her voice and the hope
she kindled.

“The most beautiful people we have known are those who have



known defeat, known suffering, known struggle, known loss, and
have found their way out of the depths. These persons have an
appreciation, sensitivity and an understanding of life that fills
them with compassion, gentleness, and a deep loving concern.
Beautiful people do not just happen.”

Elisabeth Kiibler-Ross



http://www.goodreads.com/author/quotes/1506.Elisabeth_K_bler_Ross




Denmark, October 4, 2009

“The Argentine singer and folk heroine Mercedes Sosa has
died from multiple organ failure at a hospital in Buenos Aires
after being admitted three weeks ago. Her career spanned over
six decades and she recorded more than forty albums, performing
all over the world. Sosa was the underground reference point for
many Argentines during the time of dictatorship, and through her
songs she gave life to the protest movement among the working
class, a movement which led to the collapse of the military junta
in 1983. Mercedes Sosa became famous in Europe when she was
living in exile in Spain and France from 1979 to 1982. She lived
to seventy-four years old.”

IT°S A SUNDAY evening and I settle to watch the news with
my husband. Along with a report of Mercedes Sosa’s death, a
short film clip of a beautiful lady with long, dark hair, wearing a
black dress with a red Andean poncho on top comes up on the TV
screen. With extraordinary passion and a voice remarkable and
soulful, she sings a song, ““Gracias a la Vida’ (Thanks to Life). I
become captivated by her authenticity and charisma, and it takes
only but a short while to realize I am watching a genuine and
sincere woman so pure and extraordinary that I begin to wonder
why I haven’t heard of her before now. As if nothing else matters,
I get up to use the internet and find out more about this lady. An
enormous number of YouTube links come up. I begin to watch


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WyOJ-A5iv5I&list=PL5PuhOi-6caR5wHIxHNztgxvP8OlgdkSm&index=2

and listen.

In the first clip, Mercedes sings “Zamba por vos” (Zamba
for You) ever so gloriously with the Argentine folklore quartet,
Los Chalchaleros. Radiant and graceful as a gentle embrace
Mercedes arrives onstage with a consolatory smile on her lips
and a sparkle of vitality in her eyes. To unending applause she
proceeds to greet the members of the group, drawing them into
warm embraces. Then she turns to the crowd and with a calm
demeanor, starts singing in her contralto voice—deep, pleasant,
and soft.

The second clip I watch is “Todo cambia” (Everything
Changes), recorded at the Festival de Vifia in Chile, 1993.
Dressed in black from top to toe, she appears mystical and
monumental, sounding just as powerful and convincing as she
looks. I sense a tremendous energy emanating from her as she
conquers the stage with her Latin American dancing steps and
her scarf swinging above her head. I see a dynamic and forthright
person who is unafraid of expressing her true self. The sincere
and tender yet firm look in her eyes captivates me, and I feel as
though she is looking directly into my soul through the computer
screen. There is something about her, a “mystical presence,”
which reaches to the deepest parts of my being, and my well
of longing. Tears stream down my face as I realize I have
encountered something that I have always hoped to find.

I instinctively know that she is a singer with a message and a
mission. I want to find out what they are.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B3tWo10z-W4&list=PL5PuhOi-6caR5wHIxHNztgxvP8OlgdkSm&index=2
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g8VqIFSrFUU&index=3&list=PL5PuhOi-6caR5wHIxHNztgxvP8OlgdkSm

Buenos Aires, October 4, 2009

FOLLOWING THE President’s official announcement
marking the start of three national days of mourning, the flags
are flown at half-mast all over Argentina. Across the country
concerts and shows scheduled during this period are cancelled,
and condolences from heads of state—in Latin America and the
rest of the world—pour in.

“La Negra” (The Black One), as she was fondly called owing
to her jet black hair and her Northern Argentine, Andean
ancestry, lies peacefully in her casket in the most formal room
of the Congress, the “Salén de los Pasos Perdidos,” an honor
reserved for only the most prominent of national icons. On
Avenida Callao, the street leading to the Congress, admirers line

up to pay their respects.l

In the Pasos Perdidos, lavish wreaths adorn the impressive
marble hall. Gigantic chandeliers and massive candles light up
the dimness of the high-ceilinged room with the uncovered
casket positioned right in the center. Argentina’s president,
Cristina Ferndndez de Kirchner, accompanies Sosa’s family as
they pay homage to the singer. The family, including Mercedes’
son, Fabidn Matus, and her two grandchildren, Agustin and
Araceli, stand closely with their arms around each other as
though in a half-embrace while Cristina caresses Mercedes



Sosa’s lifeless hand. Christina’s husband, the former President
Néstor Kirchner, stands rather guardedly by her side with a
cautious look.

Ordinary people are there too. Respectfully, a growing flock
of mourners pass by the open casket where she is seen resting
in her embroidered blue dress. Her long, black hair, which at the
age of seventy-four, doesn’t have a single strand of gray in it,
frames her calm, high-cheekbone face. Her hands are carefully
folded on her stomach around a bouquet of white roses. Singer
Argentino Luna plays her songs as weeping fans sing along and
take turns to leave flowers by her coffin.

October 5, 2009

FABIAN AND Mercedes’ closest relatives follow the brown
wooden casket as it is carried out to the hearse parked outside the
Congress. All along Avenida Rivadavia, crowds of mourners, of
all ages, gather to watch the hearse take her on her last journey,
from the Congress to the crematorium. They stand united in a
moment of Argentine history that dissolves social and political
boundaries.

The procession of hearses drives past slowly and a number


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uzaQQ1lPe2U&list=PL5PuhOi-6caR5wHIxHNztgxvP8OlgdkSm&index=4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=uzaQQ1lPe2U&list=PL5PuhOi-6caR5wHIxHNztgxvP8OlgdkSm&index=4

of mourners carry banners that say adorable things about her.
An old revolutionary in his sixties is holding up a banner that
reads, “Thank you for your life and your struggle.” A number
of people can be seen clapping and waving the Argentine
flag with graceful enthusiasm. The young make happy noises,
chanting, “Olé Olé Olé Olé, Negra Negra,” in repeated fashion as
though it were the national soccer team returning after winning
a championship. At virtually every corner, groups of people
bearing different instruments start to sing. Beautiful music
echoes through the streets of Buenos Aires—music that has
provided hope and comfort for decades, challenging tyranny and
fostering democracy.

It is a day of sorrow that reaches deep into the Argentine soul.
The national folk heroine, the mother of the nation, is dead. But
what she gave through her life and her songs will never die. They
live on.

The procession slowly leaves the Congress. The first hearses
carry all the flower decorations. The last carries the casket.






Time before Exile

San Miguel, Tucuman, July 9, 1935

AT SANTILLAN HOSPITAL, in northwest Argentina,
twenty-four-year-old Ema del Carmen Gir6n has just given birth.
It is seven o’clock in the morning. Her newborn daughter is
safely asleep in her arms. The baby announced her entrance into
the world with a hefty squall that could be heard all over the
maternity ward. What no one knows is that one of history’s best
voices has just made its first sound. Ema is grateful for this new
and precious life she is holding in her arms, and, for a while, she
forgets all the financial challenges that will come with raising a
child. Ema has a job as a laundress, and her husband, Ernesto
Quiterio Sosa, works in the sugar industry harvesting sugarcane
and shoveling coal into the oven at the Tucuman Mill.

Through the half-open window, Ema can hear cannon
salutes in the distance. She counts them—twenty-one. July 9 is
Argentine Independence Day. Ema’s instinct is that it is not a
coincidence that her daughter is born on this day. She confides
in the midwife, who has just come back to the room, “This
girl is going to be someone with great influence one day. Her

birth is being welcomed by twenty-one salutes.”? She keeps this
conviction in her heart from this moment on.



EMA AND her husband, Ernesto, usually agree on
everything, but when they have to give their newborn daughter a
name, they run into some trouble. Ema wants to call her Marta,
while Ernesto opts for Mercedes, after his mother, and Haydeé,
after a well-liked cousin. Ultimately she gets the name Haydeé
Mercedes Sosa, but for the rest of her life her mother will

stubbornly call her Marta.’

Mercedes grows up in Tucumdn, which is also called the
Garden of the Republic. A semi-tropical and agricultural region
with countless fields of sugarcane, flowers, and fruit trees, the
smallest province in Argentina. It is in this oasis in the northwest
corner of Argentina that Mercedes grows up with her older
sister, Clara Rosa—also called Cocha—and her two brothers,
Fernando and Orlando. The family resides in a poor, working-
class area. The pink paint on the outer walls of their small, one-
story house at Calle San Roque 344 is becoming black from
the soot and smoke of the nearby factories, and in some places
the paint is chipping off. The only light that gets into the house
comes through two small windows with iron bars that face a
narrow street where the children used to play, inventing their own
games because they never had toys. Fortunately, they live close



to the local park, which also has its ties to the date of Argentine
independence, being named Parque de 9 Julio. It becomes a
second home to them.

Growing up, Mercedes enjoys playing in the park with her

siblings and the other children in their modest neighbourhood.4
She is always cheerful and connects with others easily. But
sometimes she prefers to be on her own and withdraws to her
favorite tree. She likes to sit leaning against the bark while
watching the insects buzzing around her. She is a robust child
in many ways, but she also has a sensitive, reflective side that
makes her wonder why some people are rich while others are
poor. Very early in her life, she has a developed feeling for right
and wrong. It is a sensibility caused directly by seeing her parents
work so hard to keep hunger from their doorstep. Even doing
their utmost, they often can’t afford to buy food for their children.
To distract their children from their hunger, they take them to

the park to play every evening at dinnertime.®> To Mercedes,
Saturdays are the best days because that’s when her father gets
paid and the family can enjoy a meal of spaghetti with butter,
the only hot meal they get all week. Often the hunger keeps her

awake for hours at night.4

Still, later in life, Mercedes would come to say she had a happy
childhood. “I do not wish to wail like someone who has lived in
hunger, poverty, and cold. I lived my childhood in a poor house,
which was however warmed up by the necessary feelings. My



siblings and I always had the essentials, because we never lacked
love. In this respect we were millionaires. Our parents not only
sacrificed their lives, but they have been wise. They never put a
burden on us for their sacrifices. They gave us everything they
could, without revealing to us what they had to do to achieve

this.”

Mercedes never truly grows out of the mindset of poverty she
grew up with, and it shapes her social consciousness and gives her
sympathy for the poor, which, along with the love of her parents,
shapes her ideology and provides the firm foundation on which
she will continue to stand. As an adult she concludes, “Poverty
has always chased us, but it never broke us down. It only helped

us to be free and choose our way of thinking.”3

Mercedes has a close relationship with her grandparents.
Her grandfather on her mother’s side is half French, while her
grandparents on her father’s side are Amerindian with Quechuan
roots, descending from the Inca empire. Mercedes is not aware
of her Indian origins until her grandmother is dying and, in her
delirium, starts speaking Quechua, but her new discovery instills
in her a love for indigenous people and their culture, an affection

that stays with her throughout her life.?

When Mercedes starts going to school, she quickly learns to
read. She loves reading, and whenever it is time to cook at home,
Ema orders Mercedes out of the kitchen and into her room where

she can do s0.° It is important to Ema that Mercedes gain as



much knowledge as she can, and Mercedes never resists. She
is curious and eager, and she absorbs the words of one book
after another like a sponge. It broadens her horizons and gives
her an understanding of history, culture, and people of different
backgrounds from her own. Mercedes also sings and dances
throughout her childhood. It is like walking and talking to her.
Yet she remains shy and doesn’t like to perform for others.
Then one day, in October 1950, when she is fifteen, her school
music teacher, Josefina Pesce de Médici, discovers her ability
to sing. To encourage Mercedes’ talent, she asks her to lead the
school choir in singing the national hymn at a school celebration.
Mercedes tries to hide in the back, but Medici tells her to step up
in front of all the teachers, her fellow students, and their parents,
and to sing loud and clear. She is nervous, terrified, but she does
so well that her teacher and some of her friends decide, without
telling her, to sign her up for a contest at the local radio station.
“I remember singing from the far end of my life. However, it is
not the same to sing at home and for the world. There is a date
for this. I was fifteen years old, and, one day, school finished
two hours early. There was a competition on the town’s radio

station, LV12. I showed up more to play, rather than to sing.”5
Mercedes chooses to sing “Triste estoy” (I am Sad), a zamba by
Margarita Palacios, under the pseudonym Gladys Osorio. She
wins the contest, and the reward is a two-month contract with the
radio station. This is the first stepping stone of her long career.
Mercedes already knows that she wants to spend the rest of her



life singing. A star has been born.

Her mother knows about the contest, but not Ernesto, her
father, whom they know won’t approve. He finds out any-way,
having recognized his daughter’s voice on the radio, and gets
very upset. When Mercedes gets home, he slaps her in the face,
which is something he has never done before. He doesn’t want his
daughter to become a singer because he thinks it will move her
away from the family and lead to a wild and dissolute lifestyle.
He doesn’t believe there is any future in being a singer and wants
his children to get an education so they can achieve more in
life than he has. But to get the two months’ contract with the
radio station, Mercedes, a minor, needs her parents’ signature,
and Ema doesn’t want to sign behind her husband’s back. She is
a clever woman who knows how to work on her husband, and,
after a little persuasion, he finally gives in and signs the contract
on the condition that Mercedes gets an education. To please him,
she decides to become a dance teacher and study traditional Latin
American dance, such as the Chacarera, Milonga, and Zamba.

The area where she grows up, with the influence of the
indigenous culture of nearby Bolivia, inspires her to become a
folk singer, although she could easily have made a career in
opera instead and even considered it for a while. Her choice of
education turns out to be an advantage for her career as an artist.
But she can’t stop singing and continues to get many invitations
to perform at public events. Her parents have no choice but to
get used to the idea, and, little by little, they do. Soon the whole



family is following her wherever she goes.4

As much as Mercedes loves singing, and as often as she is
doing so for audiences, it remains an immense challenge each
time she stands up before them. She is still shy and, despite
appearances, suffers from severe stage fright. It is a fear she
knows she must overcome if she is ever to fulfill what is
becoming her dream.

EMA AND Ernesto are interested in politics. They don’t
belong to any party, but they support Juan Perén, and even more
so his wife, Evita, whom they admire for her outward beauty and
her impact. Like them, Evita comes from a poor country region;
unlike them (but perhaps like their daughter), she has worked
her way out of poverty as an actress. Now, with her husband
in office, she is responsible for the ministry of employment
as well as the ministry of health. Her focus has been reforms
to help the population’s poorest, and she founds a charitable
organization, Eva Peron Foundation, responsible for building
houses, schools, hospitals, and homes for children. Evita is also
behind the legislation that gives women the right to vote for the
first time. She is a heroine in the eyes of the working class and is



loved by millions of Argentines, even while society’s right wing
remains vehemently opposed to her.

At seventeen, Mercedes adores Evita and sees her as a real
revolutionary. It is a major sorrow for her when, on July 26, 1952,

Evita dies from cervical cancer, only thirty-three years old.?

IN 1957 Mercedes meets Manuel Oscar Matus, a composer
and guitarist with a passion for traditional Latin American music,
just like Mercedes. She falls head over heels for him and his
songs despite the fact she is already engaged to someone else. “I
was about to marry a rich man, but I married a poor man, and
I never regretted it. That poor man was the author of the most

beautiful songs I have been singing. If I hadn’t married him, it

would have been a big mistake.”

Oscar is also handsome and charming, with conclusive leftist
ideals. They tie the knot on July 5, 1957. Mercedes doesn’t want
to leave Tucuman, where she has lived all of her life, but Oscar
convinces her to move to Mendoza, in the central-west part of
the country. The city is a cultural meeting point for artists, where
many new beneficial friendships are forged. Mercedes soon
becomes pregnant, and on December 20, 1958, she gives birth to



a son, Fabidn. Making a living from their music is a tremendous
challenge; the young family struggles financially and lives in poor
conditions that remind Mercedes of her childhood. Though they
would love to stay in Mendoza, the looming circumstances force
them to move to Buenos Aires, leaving friends and close relatives

behind as they begin the journey toward securing better and more

stable lives.®

But even in the capital, they soon find they are not able to
make a living from their music alone, so they take cleaning jobs
and work as night porters at hotels. Mercedes, like her parents
before her, is suffering under the burden of not being able to
feed her family. When she goes to the market, she buys the
leftover ribs without meat on them—the bones can give some
taste to the soup she cooks. For the first time in her life, she feels
discouraged and depressed. This is not how she imagined life to
be—not for herself or her son.

Artistically, Oscar Matus is a tremendous inspiration to
Mercedes, and she finds great joy in singing his songs. He
encourages her to dedicate herself even more to the original
Latin American music traditions and to revive folk music, a
genre that is about to be forgotten due to the onward march of
contemporary music. He is the producer of her first two albums,
La voz de la zafra (Voice of the Harvest) and Canciones con
fundamento (Songs with a Foundation). They often give concerts
for the students at the campus of the University of Buenos
Aires, where Mercedes receives considerable recognition from



the students, who are impassioned by her voice and engaging
personality. She always takes the time to talk with them and listen
to their ideas. But at the same time, as her popularity increases,
an artistic jealousy arises in Oscar and it taxes on their marriage.
The financial pressure, still extant despite Mercedes’ recent
accomplishments, affects their marriage further. Regardless of
her affection for Oscar’s music, she is uncertain of the durability
of their marriage. It seems that it is only their passion for music
that keeps them together.

STARTING IN Chile under the influence of Violeta Parra
and Victor Jara, the New Song Movement (Nueva Cancion
Movimiento) spreads in the sixties and seventies all over Latin
America. It is associated with revolutionary music because its
musicians aim to unite with their listeners in a demand for
democracy and social justice, hoping to achieve social and
political change through music. The lyrics put issues such as
poverty, imperialism, democracy, human rights, and religious
freedom into the spotlight and relate to marginalized people
by putting words to their struggles and their hopes. The song
“Plegaria a un Labrador” (A Prayer to the Farmer), by Victor



Jara, for instance, deals with the need for agricultural reforms,
giving farmers the right to own the land they cultivate.

Free us from the one who rules us in poverty.
Bring us your kingdom of justice and equality.
Blow, like wind, the flower of the ravine.
Clean, like fire, the cannon of my rifle.

Your will be done, finally, here on earth.

Give us your strength and your courage to fight.

Such ballads, loaded with political messages wrapped in
evocative, poetic metaphors, are perceived as threats to
oppressive governments. One of Mercedes’ favorite songs, which
in many ways becomes equivalent to her own struggle and
resilience, is “Como la Cigarra” (Like the Cicada), by the
Argentine poet and children’s book writer Maria Elena Walsh.

I was killed so many times.

I died so many times
however, here I am

reviving.

I thank misfortune

and I thank the hand with the dagger
because it killed me so badly
that I went on singing
Singing in the sun

like the Cicada

after a year



under the earth
just like a survivor,
that’s returning from war.

Mercedes Sosa and Oscar Matus are the key figures of the
New Song Movement in Argentina. With a desire to exchange
ideas with artists and movements throughout Latin America,
they meet with eleven other artists and poets in Mendoza on
February 11, 1963, to sign the New Song Movement (Manifiesto
Fundacional de Nueva Canciénero). The movement emphasizes
the continent’s indigenous history and native cultural roots,
making use of folk instruments like the Andean flute, the quena,

pan pipes, and the ten-stringed charango.9

In Argentina, Mercedes and Oscar work closely with
Armando Tejada Gémez, an Argentine poet living in Mendoza.
Gomez writes the songs, Matus composes the music, and
Mercedes Sosa provides the voice connecting the two. Mercedes
never writes her own songs—her strength lies in interpreting the
songs of others and making them her own. “I fall in love with a

song like one falls in love with a man. I love what I sing,”3 she
says.She gets many of her songs from Victor Jara and Violeta
Parra of Chile. “Gracias a la vida” (Thanks to Life), by the
latter of the two becomes one of the movement’s best-known
songs worldwide, thanks to Mercedes’ interpretation, which is
remarkably persuasive and personal, so much so that the song
becomes her trademark for good. In the Unites States it is sung



by Joan Baez, who also uses her popularity as a vehicle for
social protest, expressing anti-imperialist views resulting from
the Vietnam War.

OSCAR MATUS is a fervent communist and supports
militant methods. Mercedes joins him in the party, but she can’t
accept its militant approach so she resigns shortly after. Despite
the brevity of her membership in the Communist Party, she is
pigeonholed the rest of her life as one of its members, stigmatized
by right-wing politicians as communist and a threat. Meanwhile,
the communists take advantage of her name appearing in their
member lists, at the same time blaming her for not being a “real”
communist because she doesn’t break with the Catholic Church.
However, Mercedes doesn’t allow anyone to place her in a box.
She is what she sings of in the song “Como un péjaro libre” (Like
a Free Bird), a free bird who follows her heart and her conviction
in everything she does.

Her involvement in the New Song Movement is an ideal
platform where she can combine her art and her concern about
human issues. She is a woman with a leftist ideology, but she
doesn’t see herself as a political leader and doesn’t like being



labelled as a protester either. 10 «“were they protesting songs? I've
never liked that label. They were honest songs about the way
things really are. I am a woman who sings, who tries to sing as
well as possible with the best songs available. I was bestowed
this role as a big protester, but it is not like that at all. I am just
a thinking artist. Politics has always been an idealistic thing for
me. [ am a woman of the left, though I belong to no party and
think artists should remain independent of all political parties.

I believe in human rights. Injustice pains me, and I want to see

real peace,”11 she says.

By insisting on being an artist, she gets some enemies on the
left, while her leftist ideology makes her an enemy of the right.
It is a dilemma, but it doesn’t stop her from taking a stand in her
music. “Sometimes a song needs to have a social content. But the

primordial issue is one of honesty. In Latin America, the mere

act of an artist being honest is itself political,”12 she says, and

advocates that artists have the same rights to have an ideology
as everybody else.

IT IS not only political dilemmas Mercedes has to overcome.
She is also facing a moral dilemma; she has become pregnant for



the second time. Mercedes loves children and wants more but

feels it is irresponsible of her.® Her career is consuming almost
all of her time and energy, and she is living a turbulent, often
changing life that lacks the safe environment necessary to raise
a child. She is already struggling to be the mother she wants to
be to Fabidn, and it is a huge challenge for her to reconcile her
high expectations of herself as a mother with her ambitions as
an artist. She is overwhelmed by the thought of having a second
child, so when she becomes ill during her pregnancy, she decides
to get an abortion, a decision that is hard on her and makes her

feel that she is not able to live up to her ideals.®

This experience gives her a new understanding of young girls
who have become pregnant against their will. She is not against
the Catholic Church, but she sees it as a problem that the church
is against teaching young adults about sexuality and fails to deal
with the issue of children being molested by priests. Too many
teenage girls die because they go to incompetent doctors who
don’t know how to do the procedure safely and correctly. She
believes that the average fifteen-year-old girl is not able to take
care of a child, and that such girls need someone to speak up for

them.® As a result, she embarks on a lifelong journey, becoming
a spokeswoman for women’s rights, and, in 1995, she is honored

for her work by receiving the UNIFEM Award from the United

Nations. !>

Mercedes never regrets her decision about getting an abortion,



but she nonetheless feels guilt over it frequently.

THE FINANCIAL pressure, their unpredictable lifestyle,
raising a child, their disagreements over politics, and Oscar’s
jealousy—which is causing him to mistreat her—is forcing her

to question if she can keep her vows and stay in the marriage.4
She is desperate to get out but is caught in a bind. She has always
been a “good girl.” She hadn’t had sex with anyone before she
got married, and she has never been unfaithful to her husband.
According to the norms of the time and the traditional values
of the area, she has grown up believing that good girls don’t
get divorced. Even so, she is considering another hard decision
that goes against her values and her loyal personality. But while
she’s deliberating, she learns that Oscar has been unfaithful and
wants to leave her for another woman. He makes the decision
for her, easing her conscience. But she still feels humiliated and
finds it hard to accept that he has abandoned her. Hatred is not a
feeling she normally possesses, but Mercedes feels hatred toward
the other woman for the rest of her life. “I did not leave the

marriage. He abandoned me. A Tucumadna girl marries for life.

That destroyed me.”*



Mercedes and Oscar have been married for eight years when
Mercedes, thirty years of age, finally accepts that the marriage
1s leading to a dead end and consents to the breakup.

After the divorce, she feels heartbroken and lonely. She
doesn’t even have a permanent place to stay and moves from
one small pension to another with Fabidn, who is now seven.
Eventually, she decides to send Fabidn to live with her parents
in Tucumdan. Her income comes from singing at nightclubs in
Buenos Aires, but she doesn’t earn enough and has to get loans
from some of her friends in order to survive. When the time
comes to pay her friends back and she asks how much she owes,
they all answer with variations of the rejoinder, “What money?”
She is deeply moved by the sense of solidarity shown by her
friends, who are artists struggling to make ends meet as well.

In 1965, Mercedes makes a significant step forward in her
career. Thanks to the support of a very popular Argentine singer,
Jorge Cafrune, who invites her to sing at the national folk
festival in Cosquin, she gets a national breakthrough. At first,
the festival committee doesn’t want her to sing as they consider
her a communist, but Jorge Cafrune insists. Standing on the stage
with her arm around Fabian, who she brings along whenever she
can, she gives her thanks to Jorge Cafrune and the committee
for the opportunity to sing. The song that provides her biggest
breakthrough is almost prophetic, its lyrics ominously pointing
toward what she is about to face.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QzwL8C2hE6c&index=39&list=PL5PuhOi-6caR5wHIxHNztgxvP8OlgdkSm
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=QzwL8C2hE6c&index=39&list=PL5PuhOi-6caR5wHIxHNztgxvP8OlgdkSm

Night is coming to me in the middle of the afternoon,
But I don’t want to turn into shadows,

I want to be light and stay.4

IN 1967, a new life is taking shape. Professionally, Mercedes
is being introduced on the big international stages. She gives
concerts in Miami, Rome, Warsaw, Lisbon, Leningrad, and
many other cities. She becomes engaged to Francisco Pocho
Mazzitelli, her manager, whom she had developed a friendship
with while still being married to Oscar. In the beginning, he was
just a very good, supportive friend, but the friendship has grown
into love. He becomes crucial for the way Mercedes develops as
a musician, as he likes many different genres and introduces her
to both classical music and jazz. Their relationship helps keep
Mercedes from becoming further depressed and lonely after her
divorce. Francisco, or Pocho as she calls him, pulls her out of
the darkness and Mercedes realizes that she has to hold onto him

to stay in the light.4 They decide to get married in 1968. Pocho
is a couple of years older than Mercedes, and he gives her the
stability and peace she never experienced in her marriage with
Oscar. He ends up being the love of her life, her true partner,



and a substitute father for Fabidn. He is also there supporting her
through her grief when her father dies suddenly of a heart attack

in June 1972, at the age of sixty—two.8

AS THE popularity of the New Song Movement grows
among the working class, it becomes a real threat to the ruling
dictatorships across the continent. Soon many of its artists
face political oppression—censorship, persecution, intimidation
—and some are forced into exile. One of the leaders of the
movement in Chile, Mercedes’ good friend Victor Jara, comes
out in support of Salvador Allende for president. In 1970,
Allende is inaugurated as the first socialist head of state in a Latin
American country elected by democratic means. When he steps
out in front of the masses to be paid tribute for the first time,
there is a banner hanging behind him that says, “It is not possible
to have a revolution without singing.”

Victor Jara participates in all of Allende’s political meetings.
He gives free concerts in support of the government and tours
all over the world, highlighting to the audience Chile’s peaceful
way to socialism. However, after a bloody coup on September
11, 1973, the military, led by the commander in chief Augusto



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lNqb6zA5Kfs&list=PL5PuhOi-6caR5wHIxHNztgxvP8OlgdkSm&index=5
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lNqb6zA5Kfs&list=PL5PuhOi-6caR5wHIxHNztgxvP8OlgdkSm&index=5

Pinochet, removes Allende, who dies of unknown causes during
the attack on the presidential palace.

At that same time, Jara is at the technical university in
Santiago, where he is a teacher. The university lies only
some hundred meters away from the presidential palace and is
surrounded by the military, so no one can get out. Victor calls his
English wife, Joan, from the university and tells her to stay inside
the house with their two girls until the fighting is over. He tells
her he will spend the night at the university with other teachers
and students and return home in the morning. They declare their
love to each other before he hangs up. It is the last time she
hears his voice. In the morning, the students and the teachers are
attacked by the military, and, together with thousands of other
pro-Allende Chileans, they are led to the national soccer stadium,
Estadio Chile. Here Jara is tortured. First they force him to sing
and play his guitar. Then they cut his hands off with an axe before
killing him with forty-four shots in the head, chest, arms, and

legs. A few days later, Joan finds his body in a ditch outside of

Santiago. 14
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