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Outfitted with a classic white tee and back-
wards baseball cap, Bad Bunny lit up the 
Grammys stage with the opening perfor-

mance. Culminating a record breaking year in which 
he had the highest grossing tour ever, and the fea-
tured first ever Spanish language album nominated 
for Album of the Year, Benito — as fans know him 
— got music’s top stars dancing on the Staples Center 
floor as he performed a medley of Puerto Rican folk-
loric and reggaetón rhythms, electronic dance music 
and an energetic merengue and mambo track.  

And Bad Bunny is certainly not an isolated exam-
ple of non-English music becoming more popular. 
In 2016, Youtube’s an-
nual top songs report 
had only one non-En-
glish song in the top 
ten. Fast forward to 
this week’s rankings 
by Youtube: only three 
songs in English ap-
pear on the list. This 
trend in listenership 
is echoed on campus 
here at Paly. 

“I listen for catchy 
beats,” junior Nate 
Donaker said. “For 
me, Latin music with 
its trumpets has that 
beat that I’m looking 
for.”

Almost every lis-
tener, whether unknowingly or knowingly, has a 
preference for what they look for in music. Junior Siri 
Schaefer-Bastian pays a lot of attention particularly 
to the lyrics of the song.

“I like to be able to connect
with lyrics and find them catchy and match the mel-

ody of a song,” Schaefer-Bastian said.
Each region has its own unique sound profile 

drawing on cultural influences and history.
“K-pop songs are very poppy, very bright energy 

and the lyrics are usually a lot cleaner than American 
ones,” senior Allison Dayton said. “But then there’s 
also Italian bands, which are super vulgar.” 

D o n a k e r 
doesn’t speak 
Spanish, but 
he finds that 
the language 
barrier isn’t a 
deterrent. 

“I enjoy 
the sounds 
of the mu-
sic,” Donaker 
said. “I don’t 
really care 
about the 
lyrics or what 
the artists are 
saying.”

H o w e v -
er, there are 

some risks of listening to music you cannot under-
stand: mainly, not knowing what type of language or 
subject matter you are singing along to.

“There’s this one Italian band I listen to and I’ll be 
like, ‘I love this. This is such a good song,’” Dayton 
said. “And then I’ll look at the lyrics and I’ll be like, 
‘Oh my god, what am I thinking?’”

However, in today’s technology age, there are tools 
that can help listeners understand the meaning be-
hind the lyrics.

Senior Felicia Lee speaks both Korean and En-
glish, so when listening to English and Korean music, 
she understands the lyrics. Occasionally, she will also 
listen to Japanese music. Despite not understanding 
the lyrics, she uses tools at her disposal to find the 
meaning.

“If you just search up the lyrics to say ‘the title of 
the song and lyrics’ and use Google, then they have 

Despite language barriers, 
music finds a way to unite

“I grew up listening and being 
constantly surrounded by 
English music, so different 

languages and music that are 
in different languages are very 

foreign to me.”
 

- Siri Schaefer-Bastian ‘24
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a translation in English,” Lee said. “So I guess [you] can 
understand what the lyrics are saying through searching 
on Google.”

English speakers are so accustomed to American pop 
songs that it can be hard to adapt to the different styles 
that foreign music often has.

“I generally like to listen to music that’s in English 
more because that’s what I listen to the majority of the 
time, and I’m less picky with the style and genre of the 
music,” Schae-
fer-Bastian said. 
“I grew up lis-
tening and be-
ing constantly 
surrounded by 
English mu-
sic, so different 
languages and 
music that are 
in different lan-
guages are very 
foreign to me.”

Students and 
teachers who 
speak multiple 
languages have a different experience. Ms. Ambrosio 
uses music as a way to immerse her students into the 
Spanish culture and language. 

“From the [music] videos, you can learn about the 
culture, see how they’re dressed and what the landscape 
is like,” Ambrosio said.

Ambrosio applies techniques learned from her ex-
perience taking a course on how music in foreign lan-
guages can promote a more efficient adaptability to the 
language being learned. 

“The old fashioned way is listening to a song and then 
having the lyrics printed and you just take out words,” 
Ambrosio said. “Then they just fill them in as they hear 
them so by the time they don’t hear the song you really 
understand and can appreciate it much more than just 
listening to it once.”

Understanding the appeal behind music in a foreign 
language can seem unattainable but what many fail to 
realize is that music is a way of fostering community be-
tween people who don’t understand each other.

“Just listening to music, I think it helps you realize 
there’s a common thread between all of us and even if 

you don’t understand the language, you can all en-
joy the music and the sounds,” Ambrosio said.

Dayton echoes Ambrosio’s sentiment. Despite 
the apparent language barriers, music has the pow-
er to move people.

“Language is universal, but everyone has differ-
ent languages,” Dayton said. “It’s crazy that [music 
is] one of the things that kind of connects every 
single language.”

Music in different languages not only connects 
people, but can provide listeners with insight into 
other countries or cultures.

“Songs show what’s going on in that country,” 
Lee said. “It shows the trends, then you also get to 
know what’s kind of popular or going on in [other 
countries].”

Those who have become disconnected from 
their own cultures, whether it’s due to moving to 
the states or just becoming more involved with 
American styles, also use music as a way to con-

nect back to their cul-
ture. 

“I like to listen to 
some German pop mu-
sic, as well as French 
and Spanish music, but 
I like listening to Ger-
man music because it 
helps me feel connected 
to my German culture 
and identity,” Schae-
fer-Bastian said.

Ambrosio strongly 
believes in the values 
that foreign music pro-

vides to its listeners.
“[Foreign music] makes people feel more cos-

mopolitan and more worldly,” Ambrosio said. 
“When they listen to their [foreign] songs, it also 
gives them a window into another culture.”

“[Foreign music] makes 
people feel more 

cosmopolitan and 
more worldly.”

 
- Angela Ambrosio
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 トーキョーレギーTOKYO REGGIE
by Masayoshi Takanaka

聽媽媽的話
LISTEN TO YOUR MOM’S WORDS

by Jay Chou

Même si ça fait EVEN IF IT HURT
by Anne Sila, Matt Simons

Me Porto BonitoI BEHAVE PRETTY
by Bad Bunny, Chencho Corleone

BärwaldparkBEAR FOREST PARK
by Von Wegen Lisbeth

C’est extraIT’S GREAT
by Léo Ferré

Alors on danseTHEN WE DANCE
by Stromae

Me Gustas Tu I LIKE YOU
by Manu Chao

OLD CHILDHOOD
by TribalistasVelha Infância

TWO CRAZY PEOPLE IN LOVE
by Omar Adamשני משוגעים

LISTEN
 N

O
W

Text and design by SIENA DUNN, ZEKE 
MORRISON and KYLIE TZENG • Art by 

KELLYN SCHEEL


