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Spanish traditional and literary lullabies: what makes them controversial?

A lullaby is usually defined as a gentle, quiet and rhythmical song used to lull a child to sleep. To
fulfill its calming function, a variety of pleasant themes is frequently implied. However, in both
traditional and literary lullabies, we encounter some topics, f. ex. death, fear or suffering, that may
be perceived as controversial (debatable, questionable, open to discussion). Moss (1972, p. 530)
notices the importance of implying death in children’s literature: literature, apart from
entertaining and instructing, can aid people with life situations. Many children will have to face
the death of a close relative. Nevertheless, the same author describes her almost fruitless attempt
to find children’s books where young people are facing the loss of a dearly loved relative. Gabriel
Garcia Lorca, a famous Spanish poet, was fascinated about traditional Spanish lull songs,
especially those with the presence of “el Coco” — the character implied to spook children (1928).
Death and fear in traditional Spanish lullabies were also investigated by Cerrillo Torremocha
(2007) and Cillan Cillan (2008). Some literary Spanish lull songs also deal with difficult topics
that some modern mothers would rather avoid. Gloria Fuertes, one of the most well-known authors
of children’s poetry in Spain, frequently copes with death and suffering in her lullabies. Spanish
literary lullabies also play with the traditional genre’s definition, for example there are some poems
that are destined to wake up a child instead of calming it. Also, lullabies addressed to an adult
instead of a child can be perceived as controversial.

Keywords: lullaby, traditional Spanish lullaby, literary Spanish lullaby, death in children’s

literature, Gloria Fuertes

Bibliography:

Cerillo Torremocha, P. (2007). Amor y miedo en las nanas de tradicion hispanica. Revista de
Literaturas Populares, VII(2), 318-339.



Cillan Cillan, Francisco. (2008). El coco y el miedo en el nifio. Revista de Folklore, 326.
http://www.funjdiaz.net/folklore/07ficha.php?1D=2467

Garcia Lorca, F. (1928). Conferencia leida en la Residencia de Estudiantes el 13 de diciembre de
1928. In Libro de nanas (Media Vaca, pp. 77-92). Media Vaca.

Moss, J. P. (1972). Death in Children’s Literature. Elementary English, 49(4), 530-532. JSTOR.

Ewa Zuzanna Gomolka has a Bachelor’s Degree in Ethnolinguistics (Adam Mickiewicz
University in Poznan) and a Master’s Degree in Spanish Philology (University of Wroctaw). She
is currently a PhD student at the University of Wroctaw, Faculty of Philology, Institute of Romance
Languages, living in Madrid and teaching Polish as a foreign language at the Complutense

University of Madrid. Her current research project is to investigate Spanish lullabies.



