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ABSTRACT

This study focuses on the phenomenon of Western Vocalism in the
Philippines, how it was transplanted, and cared for to make it a permanent fixture of the
socio-cultural fabric of the Filipinos from the time Spanish and colonization was imposed in the
country. It argues in favor of the universality of music in the light of the dynamics of cultural
change to explain how the Spaniards introduced music as an instrument of colonization. This
view is enriched by the theory of “mimicry” as espoused by Homi Bhabha. The American
colonial period saw the establishment of music schools in the country--University of the
Philippines’ College of Music and the University of Santo Tomas Conservatory of
Music. Western vocalism, expressed in the bel canto style, has become tenaciously ingrained in
the musical cultural life of the people, had produced outstanding singers that gained accolades
in the international scene. Meanwhile their students had become active in the local musical
scene. Utilizing the historical method--narrative-descriptive, qualitative approach, Western
vocalism is regarded not as a hostile but conducive to the enrichment of the country’s musical
culture as expressed in the vocal aspect, and acted as a factor in global musical integration.

This dissertation is divided into five chapters. The division of chapters is patterned from the
Statement of the Problem where the answers to the sub-problems are discussed in separate
chapters. Chapter I: Prologue: Problem Setting outlines the proposal and sets the problems
tackled in this study. Chapter II: The Colonial Heritage: The Spanish Period: This chapter



discusses Western music as first introduced through the Catholic Church. This leads to the idea
that: Philippine music experience = Today’s natives are yesterday’s visitors. Western music has
influenced even the folk tradition of the country and thus form in the general idea that Filipinos
have fostered a folk tradition that is rooted in Western form and sensibility. Chapter III:
Learning Western Vocalism from the Source: This chapter discusses Foreign and local opera
companies have staged performances of foreign operas in the islands. Filipinos “mimicked”
what they saw and appropriated it as their own. Chapter IV: Propagating Western Vocalism in
the Country This chapter discusses the “academization” of music and a liberal atmosphere
provided by the American colonial regime in the arts became an impetus to the development of
art. Luisa “Isang” Tapales, Jovita Fuentes, and Mercedes Matias were trained in Italy. These
singers have trained many others to establish a ‘Philippine school’ of singing. Chapter V:
Conclusion: The Universality of Vocalism: This chapter discusses that after Luisa “Isang”
Tapales, Jovita Fuentes, and Mercedes Matias-Santiago, there emerged several generations of
vocal pedagogues and teachers; kept the Western vocal traditions they imbibed from their
teachers and absorbed the best features of vocalism in other parts of the world. It is thus not
static but a dynamic one. It is widely subscribed to and practiced, indeed attests to the
universality of music as it is distinctly absorbed in one’s national culture.
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