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Abstract   

  The introduction of a cultural art complex into the world market inevitably results in 

modifications to its original form. This article explores the evolution of the Flamenco art 

complex as an export, and examines the question of whether the economic viability of this art 

form comes at the cost of cultural integrity. In congruence with this question, it analyzes how the 

relationship between artist and consumer has shaped the art complex into its contemporary form. 

Through a case study based in Albuquerque, New Mexico this article contrasts the existing 

Flamenco microcosm in New Mexico with Flamenco as it is performed in Andalucía, Spain, to 

bring to light the viability of the Flamenco art complex in two distinct regions of the world. It 

argues that as an import in the United States, Flamenco depends on the role of consumers for its 

economic viability. Findings based on this case study imply that the adaptation of an art complex 

to a foreign audience can in some cases, result in a positive reinforcement of its traditional 

elements while promoting its economic viability in the world market. 
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Introduction 

  The increasing interdependence of nations and ever-growing expansion of social 

networks to which we refer as globalization has been capacitated by the omnipotence of mass 

media. The instant transfer of information across geographic and cultural boundaries facilitated 

by communications technology is accompanied by numerous repercussions both good and bad. 

Some of which are entirely new phenomena, that are impossible to qualify as either. One major 

critique of globalization is that it perpetuates cultural homogenization. However, this argument is 

conversely challenged by the phenomenon of hybridization, in which the constant transfer of 

cultural knowledge results in the merging of formerly distinct cultural and artistic elements to 

produce new interpretations and thus more diversity. When focusing on the effects that 

globalization has specifically within the terrain of the arts, it is of particular importance to not 

only focus on the means by which artistic and cultural practices are disbursed internationally, but 

also to explore what perpetuates their dissemination and how exposure to entirely new audiences 

influences the form and quality of a given art genre. More importantly, in order to better 

comprehend the impact of globalization on art, it is necessary to closely analyze how art is not 

only interpreted by audiences to which it is foreign, but how it is consumed as an export in the 

world market. 

  Rather than providing a descriptive analysis of the history and aesthetics of this art form 

in an attempt to recruit aficionados, this study will explore the evolution of the Flamenco art 

complex as a result of its existence as an export commodity. It will also address whether the 

commodification of this art form has corrupted its integrity as a means of cultural expression. 

Although the topic of authenticity is a source of ongoing deliberation among Flamenco 

professionals, aficionados, and individuals for whom Flamenco represents a cultural identity, I 
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find it necessary to go beyond the scope of subjective opinion and analyze how the existence of 

this artistic genre is shaped as a commodity within the context of global economic exchange. 

This of course, is a sensitive subject for individuals whom it affects in a personal capacity, but it 

is one worthy of impartial analysis. This topic merits investigation because it applies not only to 

Flamenco, but to all art forms that are open to public speculation, and are vulnerable to the ebb 

and flow of financial support. 

  In this work I will examine how Flamenco music and dance are performed in Spain and 

in the United States within different social and economic contexts, taking into account how the 

target audience of these performances may play a role in the content and intent of the 

performance. I will look at factors such as tourism, cultural context, and socioeconomic status of 

audiences to determine how these factors influence art consumption. I will conduct a case study 

on the presence of Flamenco in Albuquerque, New Mexico and contrast my findings with 

literature and observations of Flamenco as it exists in Spain. This will include my observations 

of live Flamenco performances and instruction by Spanish and American artists in the United 

States. I acknowledge that is impossible to know for certain whether changes in the nature of an 

art complex come about as a direct result of consumer influence, artistic choice, or whether they 

may be a combination of both. However, in this text I aim to draw connections between related 

factors and their potential impact on the formation of contemporary Flamenco in order to incite a 

dialogue regarding a topic not often analyzed from an economic perspective. 

Methodology 

  As a student and consumer of the Flamenco art complex in the United States, I have 

experienced several versions of Flamenco as presented to foreign audiences. Although my 

perspective can speak to my specific experience alone, it can provide insight as to how a foreign 



Serrano 4 

 

 

art form such as this one can come to be so strongly appreciated by outsiders. Through my 

account, I hope to provide a case study which can be interpreted more generally using the 

framework of performance art as a commodity. I will share my experiences by employing the 

methodological approach known as autoethnography. I find this avenue of research to be the 

most appropriate for my study because it is designed to allow the researcher to connect his or her 

personal experience with a cultural experience by examining it both as a participant and as a 

social scientist (Berger and Ellis 2002, 156). Most importantly, “autoethnography opens a 

dialogue among the researcher, participant, and reader”, which is what I hope to bring to this 

scarcely researched topic (Berger and Ellis 2002, 156). In addition to the use of autoethnography, 

I will include written interviews with Flamenco professionals such as Eva Encinias Sandoval, 

founder of The National Institute of Flamenco in Albuquerque, New Mexico and Jason and Mele 

Martinez, co-founders of Flamenco del Pueblo Viejo in Tucson, Arizona. This will provide 

insights from individuals who have dedicated their careers to promoting the survival of this 

Andalusian art form in the United States. 

My Account 

 My first experience with Flamenco or so I was led to believe, was a dance class I 

attended in 2006 in my hometown of Nogales, Arizona. In this class, I was instructed to bend my 

knees and elbows, rotate my hands and wrists, while stomping discordantly to recorded rumba 

tracks by the Gypsy Kings. Although I am now aware that this misinformed practice is not 

Flamenco, I must admit that it sparked an interest in me that has grown exponentially over the 

past six years. It also perturbs me to report, that this is an all too common scenario in dance 

schools outside of Spain. In cities like Nogales where the population is predominantly of 

Mexican descent and has little or no connection to Andalusian culture, this farce is easily 
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passable.  

  In the winter of 2009 after my first semester at the University of Arizona, I attended my 

first introductory level Flamenco course taught by Mele Martinez. The course was broken up 

into three sections; the first emphasized technique and sustained body placement, the second, 

focused on familiarizing students with combinations of movement, and the third focused entirely 

on understanding the rhythmic structure of Tangos; one of the most popular palos, and learning 

to play palmas to accompany cante performed by Mele. The instructor went into intricate detail 

on not only the aesthetic of specific body positions, but the philosophy and emotional inspiration 

behind them. This method of teaching is unique not only to the United States, but it would seem 

similarly foreign if taught in Spain. The compartmentalization of concepts paired with 

participation as a musician is something not commonly practiced in popular forms of dance such 

as Ballet and Modern, and is typically not divided in such a way in Spain. Many Spanish dancers 

are exposed to Flamenco rhythms throughout their childhood and absorb a subconscious 

understanding of their dynamics. 

  Throughout the three years that followed my first class with Mele, I would continue my 

experience as a student and eventually a performer in the Flamenco del Pueblo Viejo student 

company. This also entailed participation in the Tucson Spanish and Flamenco Festival for three 

consecutive years as a dancer and accompanist. My most comprehensive consumer experience 

with Flamenco however, would be attending the Festival Flamenco Internacional de 

Alburquerque 2010. 

  Audible stimulation resonates from every direction; guitar strings buzz fervently, a brassy 

voice escapes the confines of a practice space, while hundreds of steel nails pound relentlessly on 

hard wood. I walk through a congested hallway with my flamenco shoes in hand accompanied by 
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a newly-purchased T-shirt that reads Festival Flamenco Internacional de Alburquerque 2010. As 

I make my way to Torombo’s dance class I wonder to myself:  

“Was this T-shirt a silly purchase? What does a twenty-dollar T-shirt have to do with Flamenco 

anyway? I don’t care, I want the souvenir!” I voluntarily brand myself as a Flamenco consumer. 

I enter a gymnasium already crowded mostly by women in hard shoes and practice skirts, 

striving to find a space before a long wall lined with full-length mirrors. A guitarist sits at the 

front corner of the room, performing rapid warm-up exercises on his instrument. After a short 

period of idling, a man of bronze complexion wearing a brightly-colored scarf beneath his 

shoulder-length curls enters the room. He is welcomed with applause; a gesture I find mildly 

comical as it turns a simple action into a performance. He is known by his colleagues as El 

Torombo and has been flown in from Spain as one of the featured dancers in the festival 

performances. 

  He begins the class with a challenging footwork pattern that is followed lengthy 

metaphorical discourse in which he refers to duende the mystical element of live performance, as 

a fetus gestating in its mother’s womb. He asserts that duende and the ability to participate in 

Flamenco in an authentic way are not limited to the confines of Andalucía, but based on his 

personal observations can be found in any part of the world, as this element is found in the 

essence of each individual performer rather than based on ethnic lineage. I find myself partly 

captivated by his perspective, but somewhat skeptical about the motivation behind constructing 

such an elaborate narrative. I think to myself: “He could just be claiming to believe this in order 

to appeal to his current audience, whether he truly believes this or not.” But I remain hopeful that 

his discourse is sincere. Conversely, many of my peers listen intently to the instructor’s every 

word. Approximately half of the course is constituted by Torombo’s lecture, and the other half 
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by a rather complex choreography which due to my little experience with the art form, is beyond 

my retentive capacity.  

  In spite of my inability to retain and reproduce the choreographic material to which I was 

exposed during this rather expensive course, I was satisfied with my experience, because it was 

unique. I believe this sentiment is shared by the majority of the people who participated in the 

course, and continue to enroll in courses offered by this festival regardless of their ability to 

apply the learned material to their performance repertoire in the future. Otherwise, events such as 

the Festival Flamenco Internacional de Alburquerque would cease to draw investors. Beyond 

obtaining choreography, the value of this particular experience was based on how I perceived 

this experience to be inherently irreplicable. Whether or not this notion of authenticity is 

misguided, it certainly plays a role in the way art forms are consumed by a foreign audience. 

This concept will be further explored in later sections of this article.  

  Flamenco is frequently performed outside of a cultural context in which audiences would 

immediately recognize deviations from its traditional characteristics. In order to familiarize 

readers with the nature of Flamenco, I devised a loose set of guidelines that will enable 

spectators to distinguish between performance ensembles which may be inaccurately associated 

with Flamenco. This set of criteria is formulated around characteristics that are not quantifiable. I 

do not claim to possess the authority with which to confirm the validity of a given art form 

within the Flamenco art genre. These criteria are based on the knowledge I have acquired 

through my own research and as a student under the instruction of Flamenco del Pueblo Viejo. 

Criteria of measure for authenticity in Flamenco: 

1. Musicality is principal. Dance is always performed with the objective of producing or 

complimenting music, whether it is done audibly or visibly. 
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2. Music is performed live. 

Musicians in order of hierarchy include a singer, guitarist, dancer, and percussive 

accompaniment in the form of palmero(a)s or  cajón player . In the case of cante jondo however, 

only the presence of a singer is necessary. Cante jondo can include but does not require the 

accompaniment of a guitarist. 

3. An element of spontaneity must always be present. 

Even during a choreographed piece, the potential for improvisation should persist. 

Issues and Theoretical Perspectives 

  In order to analyze the impact of consumption on something as polymorphous as art, we 

must first be able to contextualize it within a cycle of production. Anthropologist Nestor Garcia-

Canclini defines consumption as “…the ensemble of sociocultural processes in which the 

appropriation and use of products takes place” (Canclini 2001, 38). This definition applies not 

only to the consumption of physical products, but to intangible products such as concepts, art 

genres, and time sensitive products such as live performance, as well. Framing consumption 

within a network of evolving, sociocultural relationships allows for a more expansive analysis of 

it, because this method of analysis acknowledges the complexity behind consumer choices and 

does not exclude abstract items from classification as a commodity. The “cycle of social 

production and reproduction” to which Canclini refers, is dictated not only by consumer tastes 

but by a number of factors concerning the interests of both the consumer and the producer of a 

given commodity (Canclini 2001, 38). This perspective of the production cycle acknowledges 

that consumption is not a process derived from unilateral decisions imparted by the producer, but 

that the consumer of a given product contributes to the very nature of the product by way of 

demand. Canclini claims that “senders [must] no longer simply seduce their audiences; they also 
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have to justify themselves rationally”, which establishes a more dynamic power structure 

between producer and consumer (Canclini 2001, 39). Within a capitalist economic system in 

particular, consumers have a tremendous amount of agency in deciding where they allocate their 

purchasing power. Few studies to date have examined the relationship between the driving 

factors of production within the context of performance art, and even fewer have done so with 

regard to the industry of Flamenco. 

  In the case of performance art, two of the principal deciding factors for what is produced 

and who receives it are the socio-economic backgrounds of the audience and performer and the 

cultural context. As economic geographer Yuko Aoyama points out in her work “The Role of 

Consumption and Globalization in a Cultural Industry: The Case of Flamenco”, “depending on 

the context, various elements [are] emphasized or de-emphasized” for the purpose of maximizing 

audience appeal (Aoyama 2007, 105). As authors Tak Wing Chan and John H. Goldthorpe 

affirm, exposure particularly live exposure to different forms of performance art is highly 

stratified (Chan and Goldthorpe 2005, 200). The most affluent segments of a given population 

tend to be those with most access musical, theatrical, and dance productions, and are often 

sponsors of such artistic endeavors, while less privileged segments of a given population have 

much more limited access to similar events (Chan and Goldthorpe 2005, 200). People of lesser 

means draw more entertainment value from exposure to popular forms of art that are received by 

the general public (Chan and Goldthorpe 2005, 194). Even in the context of government 

subsidized cultural events such as those organized by the Consejo nacional para la cultura y las 

artes in Mexico which are aimed to provide access to people of all socioeconomic levels, 

attendance rates are predominantly attributed to individuals who fall within the middle-upper 

class (Conaculta, online). This may be the result of stratified access to media sources and 
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information disbursal associated with human social networks. In other words, social capital plays 

an important role in the matter. 

  Limited access to live performance art may be particularly detrimental to performance art 

genres such as Flamenco, which is the focus of my research. By nature, Flamenco is a type of art 

that occurs in a live performance context. Although it is documented and accessible via varying 

sources of mass media, Flamenco is ultimately intended to be experienced in person. Flamenco 

performance is typically governed by a sense of spontaneity and is often enhanced by 

participation of audience members, as the division between performer and onlooker is often 

ambiguous and can often be eliminated entirely. Due to the fact that live Flamenco performances 

often occur in and outside of a formal setting, and in a variety of affordable venues such as peñas 

throughout Andalucía and to a lesser extent in other regions of Spain, the detrimental effects of a 

socially stratified audience is most severe in an international context.  

  To elaborate on the nature of Peñas, they are community organized social gatherings that 

serve as venues for Flamenco performance and are “among the most bottom-up, local and 

participatory Flamenco activities that take place in Spain” (Aoyama 2009, 90). They are 

typically small-scale events that are not heavily advertised. Some in fact, are hosted privately and 

are only open to people with familial or strong social ties to the host. Although Peñas do exist 

outside of Spain; as The Peña recently founded in Albuquerque, New Mexico goes to show, they 

are uncommon. I will further elaborate on Peñas and their impact on the appreciation of 

Flamenco both in and out of Spain later in this study. 

  When performed in other countries, Flamenco is typically done in formal venues such as 

theaters, hotels, and restaurants which are often economically accessible primarily to members of 

the higher social strata. When flamenco is treated as an export commodity abroad, it is made less 
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accessible to the common folk. This is paradoxical not only because Flamenco is an art form that 

emerged from within a severely underprivileged and marginalized segment of Spain’s 

population. Today, support for Flamenco comes from a mixture of elite patrons, local 

organizations, tourists, and the Spanish Ministry of Culture (Centro Andaluz de Flamenco, 

2012). The sponsorship provided for the arts by elite patrons contributes substantial financial 

funding for Flamenco, which reinforces the presence of the art form on a figurative international 

stage. Many art forms depend quite heavily on this sort of financial support. However in the case 

of Flamenco, the elitist compartmentalization of the arts conversely reduces accessibility to the 

majority of the population, while not only decreasing exposure to the populace in countries to 

which it is foreign, but also eliminating its vernacular essence. 

  A subgroup of cultural consumers has come to be known as the “cultural omnivore” 

(Peterson 1992, 252). This recently-coined brand of consumer actively pursues the consumption 

of all things foreign whether it is through local consumption of ethnic products such as 

restaurants, foreign film genres, World Music, etc., or via tourism (Peterson 1992, 110). The 

emergence of this trend is most notable as previously mentioned, among high income, highly 

educated individuals, and has clearly emerged as a result of the move toward globalization (Chan 

and Goldthorpe 2005, 200). Author Yuko Aoyama speculates that the “cultural omnivore” is 

motivated not so strongly by the acquisition of material objects, but by obtaining a foreign 

cultural experience that is perceived to be truly authentic (Aoyama 2007). The author claims that 

this type of consumer is most attracted to the element of exoticism in their foreign experience 

which qualifies it as holding some sort of cultural integrity. She contends that part of the reason 

Flamenco has become more popular outside of Spain and particularly in the United States, is 

because it possesses the element of exoticism that satisfies the cultural omnivore’s appetite for 
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unfamiliar flavors.  

  As a foreign consumer and student in this art form, I agree that Flamenco possesses an 

exotic allure. This is apparent from the cante and guitar style, to the different forms of physical 

expression employed in baile. Flamenco itself emerged as a result of a multilayered cultural 

exchange in Andalucía, the southernmost region of Spain. It draws influence from Arab, North 

African, Latin American, Indian, as well as Andalusian forms of art both aesthetically and 

musically, yet as an entity is very unique (Aoyama 2007, 105). The combination of its 

improvisational nature, singing and terminology produced in a dialect of Spanish known only to 

the Gitano minority, and cante jondo, creates a sense of exclusivity that is bound to attract 

attention from those with an appreciation for foreign art forms. The nature of Flamenco however, 

I would argue is less appealing to American mass audiences than many contemporary forms of 

performance art. The most striking feature of this art complex is the singing. Cante jondo is 

harsh, visceral, and aggressive. It is intended to express agony and human suffering, and is 

therefore stripped of all pretention of happiness. The most highly regarded voices among artists 

and aficionados share a quality of strain and coarseness attributable to a harsh lifestyle and 

damaged vocal chords (Labajo 2003, 70). These characteristics are not commonly sought after 

by music audiences; to foreigners, they are most definitely an acquired taste. In addition to the 

unique features of cante jondo, Flamenco music is governed by polyrhythmic percussive patters 

that are generally unfamiliar to the Western ear. Although Flamenco baile or dance seems to be 

the best received component outside of Spain, it is also performed in a style that is often 

uninviting. Baile is used to express every conceivable emotion, and is often even ugly. Although 

the aesthetic of beauty and femininity is typically present, Flamenco is fundamentally raw and 

unapologetic. In short, many of the qualities of Flamenco can initially be off-putting to a novice 
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spectator. For these reasons its popularity outside of its native cultural context is an intriguing 

phenomenon. More extensive literature on the history of Flamenco has been produced by authors 

such as Timothy Mitchell and Bernard Leblon. Although the history of how this art form 

emerged is intriguing, it is not of principal concern in this study. 

  The way Flamenco is presently consumed in Spain is driven in large part by the country’s 

tourist industry (Aoyama 2009, 84). As a result of the correlation between the rise of tourism and 

the exposure of Flamenco to the public eye, the state has become intricately involved in funding 

and organizing productions that will draw attention from aficionados abroad. This trend can be 

traced back as far as the Franco regime, during which time the country was in dire need of 

foreign investment (Aoyama 2009, 84). The estimated annual worth of Spain’s Flamenco 

economy is believed to be “between 120 and 500 million euros” (Aoyama 2009, 88). Events and 

venues such as Flamenco festivals, peñas, and tablaos, contribute to generated income. For a 

visual illustration of Flamenco festivals in Spain and their sources of funding, see table 1. 
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Table 1 Flamenco festivals in Spain by source of funding  

 

(source: Centro Andaluz de Flamenco 2006 in Aoyama 2009) 

  According to Aoyama, the role of the state in sponsoring Flamenco events with the 

objective of attracting tourism has resulted in a conscious effort to portray authenticity to the 

foreign public, assuming that foreign consumers hold a similar standard of authenticity (Aoyama 

2009, 86). The effect that this process has had on his particular performance art can be seen in 

the focus on baile, which is traditionally secondary to cante. Aoyama hypothesizes that this 

change has taken place in order to accommodate for tourists lack of Spanish competence which 

is reflected in less appreciation for cante. I would argue however, that beyond the linguistic 

barriers, there exist differences in musical quality of cante that might lessen the likelihood of 
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instant admiration for foreign audiences. Conversely, the nature of cante itself is modified and at 

times entirely omitted in more popular forms of Flamenco fusion, precisely because it is targeted 

at foreign audiences. In this study, I aim to apply Aoyama’s analysis of the Flamenco art 

complex to Flamenco as it exists in the southwestern United States. Although my knowledge is 

limited, and revolves around a very specific Flamenco microcosm, through my study, I hope to 

contribute a new perspective on a subject that has not been extensively researched. 

Spain and the Flamenco art complex today 

 Flamenco is perhaps the most internationally popular art form to have originated in 

Spain, a country that is highly diverse in language and ethnic composition. Flamenco has long 

been among the most common cultural elements associated with this Iberian country, together 

with the clichéd beaches and bullfights. Whether this truth is a source of irritation or pride for the 

majority of Spain’s population is an entirely different discussion, but this common correlation 

speaks to the success in the marketing and promotion of the art form within and beyond the 

country’s borders. It also substantiates the position Flamenco holds among other contemporary 

forms of performance art. However, the art form is now taking on a new role within the 

country’s tourist industry. It is no longer synonymous with the concept of Spanish national 

identity. The perception of Flamenco has narrowed and become more refined as a cultural 

tradition associated with a specific region of Spain rather than the country as a whole. Most 

recently, the Flamenco art complex received international recognition when declared one of the 

“Masterpieces of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of humanity” by the United Nations 

Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization in 2010, (Flamenco 2010, online). This 

resulted in a televised series of performances featuring various well-known, contemporary 

Flamenco artists; among them being Miguel Poveda, Dorantes, Arcangel, Rocio Molina, and 



Serrano 16 

 

 

Pastora Galvan (Canal Sur 2012, Online). This series was hosted by Andalusian television 

corporation Canal Sur, to celebrate and honor the resilience of an art form so representative of 

Andalusian identity. One might even speculate that it was done to encourage the visibility of this 

art form to international audiences and perhaps make the country more appealing to tourists 

during a period of economic woe. 

  The aforementioned public display of culture evokes wonder regarding how Flamenco is 

traditionally performed and reproduced within its home country, and whether a traditional 

method exists at all. A full analysis of this point of inquiry is beyond the scope of this paper, but 

some detain is needed for comparison the old and the new. Today, Flamenco exists in a variety 

of contexts both formal and informal. Large scale productions performed in theaters by 

established dance companies are not uncommon and typically tour internationally. However, 

Flamenco continues to exist on a smaller scale performed live in tablaos or taverns “…which 

cater to tourists as well as local aficionados”, and of course in the form of the previously 

mentioned Peñas which are geared toward more private audiences (Aoyama 2009, 89). In his 

article “Las peñas, nueva etapa en la historia del flamenco”, author Jose Delgado Olmos explains 

that peñas, particularly those centered on cante, are deliberately organized in small spaces in 

order to retain the level of intimacy with which Flamenco is meant to be enjoyed (Olmos 1996, 

117).  The intimacy of which he speaks is a quality that for many people who have grown up 

with Flamenco as a personal cultural tradition is absolutely necessary for enjoying the art form. It 

is this intentional limitation of space that requires an aspect of selectivity with regard to who 

attends. Another factor that contributes to the maintenance of intimacy is the fact that most 

people allowed to attend a given peña may be closely related to one another and are usually 

equipped with sufficient knowledge and/ or talent with which to participate in the music 
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passively or actively if they so choose. This relates back to authors Chan and Goldthorpe’s 

theory of audience stratification in a new dimension, in that when peñas are organized this way, 

entry is restricted to individuals not on the basis of economic means, but social affiliation with a 

particular group (Chan and Goldthorpe 2005, 200). This is comparable to the phenomenon of 

audience stratification in government-subsidized performances that occurs in Mexico. Although 

theoretically, such venues should provide a more accessible source of exposure to art, limitations 

for consumers remain present. These dynamics establish a more intricate relationship between 

the recipient of the art form and the nature of the art form itself. In the case of the peña, one 

might speculate that consumer influence is depreciated as a result of the implicit privilege of 

attendance, and that this grants artists more expressive freedom. Although peñas provide an 

alternative avenue for Flamenco performance, they are not to be excluded from the relationship 

of art and consumption. Peñas although not entirely motivated by generating wealth, do in fact 

contribute to the collective Flamenco economy. As we see in Figure 1, they act as a source of 

sponsorship for Flamenco festivals in Spain, which contribute to tourist revenue and economic 

development (Centro Andaluz de Flamenco 2006 in Aoyama 2009).  

  In addition to providing a vehicle for the disbursal of cultural tradition, Flamenco is an 

important component of Spain’s tourist industry. Given its present and growing popularity, it 

comes as no surprise that Flamenco contributes “between 120 and 500 million euros annually” to 

Spain’s economy (Aoyama 2009, 88). This is materialized in the form of Flamenco courses, 

shoes, dance attire, tablaos, festivals, peñas, bars, hotels and recording media; businesses which 

are all fortified by tourism. This positive economic contribution has brought about large 

investments from the state toward promoting tourism, some of which is allocated specifically 

toward Flamenco events, the majority of which are concentrated in Andalucía (Aoyama 2009, 
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85). Among these events are Flamenco festivals, which draw in a great deal of Flamenco tourists. 

Typically festivals are comprised of a series of workshops led by well-known artists and 

instructors during the day. The evenings are then dedicated to large-scale artist performances 

which are well advertised and televised internationally. Internet media sources simultaneously 

promote such spectacles, while enabling passive consumption of them abroad. Among state-

sponsored festivals La bienal del arte flamenco de Sevilla known simply as bienal is the largest 

and most popular (Aoyama 2009, 94). This festival is carried out in multiple famous Flamenco 

districts throughout the city of Sevilla. Among its largest sponsors are the Spanish Ministry of 

Culture, Andalucia’s Culture and Tourist offices, and the City of Sevilla itself (Aoyama 2009, 

94). The attention generated by this particular festival is incomparable to that of any other. 

Participating artists tend to be among the most talented and best known at the time, and 

spectacles like those of any ongoing staged performance, aim to be more and more surprising 

each year. Many pieces performed during the bienal are substantially more avant-garde than 

anything that would be seen in a tablao or peña, as artists and their companies are encouraged to 

be innovative yet continue to operate within the framework of Flamenco.  

  The paradox created by the ever-present imperative of honoring the fundamental essence 

of the traditional, while aspiring to evolve as an artist is one with which every Flamenco 

performer seems to battle. Many artists are heavily criticized for diverging from orthodox 

aesthetic and performance style. Among them, is prominent dancer and choreographer Israel 

Galván. However, he seems to be quite immune to the negativity of critics. When asked about 

the existence of purity in Flamenco in an interview conducted by Carlos Sanchez for Flamenco-

World.com, Galván opines that “…purity is what comes from within. There is also a lot of deceit 

in the sense that there are people doing things that are orthodox but don’t come out pure” 



Serrano 19 

 

 

(Galván 2005, online). He claims that the survival of Flamenco is dependent on the honesty and 

individuality of each artist; that this element is what makes the art form so unique (Galván 2005, 

online). From his opinion one can infer that for many artists caught within the authenticity 

paradox, commercial expectations may not play as much a role as individual artistic license. 

However, it is entirely possible that artists who perceive their art as being untouched by the 

effects of consumerism are simply not aware of how commercial expectations shape their 

performance, at a conscious level. This subtle and intricate relationship is one that merits further 

investigation. 

  The span of Flamenco’s popularity reaches far beyond Spain, even to countries where the 

official language has little to no connection with Spanish. The market for this export is especially 

strong in Japan and to a lesser extent the United States (Aoyama 2009, 107). The presence of 

Flamenco in Japan dates back as far as the late 1920’s. Its initial popularity there is largely 

attributed to dancer La Argentinita, one of the first Flamenco dancers to perform and be known 

on the international stage (Aoyama 2009, 107). In the United States on the other hand, Flamenco 

is believed to have been introduced roughly around the same time by way of Spanish emigration 

of Flamenco artists such as the guitarist Sabicas, brought on by the Franco dictatorship and the 

Spanish Civil War (Aoyama 2009, 108). However, the art form was not initially well received by 

American audiences accustomed to the ostentatious theatrical productions of Broadway. 

Although in the United States, Flamenco has not been commercialized to the extent of other 

foreign music and dance genres such as Tango and Salsa, aficionados have carved out a 

somewhat clandestine yet growing niche in this part of the world (Aoyama 2009, 107). Flamenco 

performance venues, dance and music schools and professional dance companies are sprinkled 

along both coasts of the United States. The prevalence of such venues is particularly visible in 
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Washington, D.C., New York, Miami, San Francisco, San Diego, and Los Angeles. Not 

surprisingly, these are areas where a significant proportion of the population is Hispanic. The 

focus of my case study however, is in the American Southwest, more specifically Albuquerque, 

New Mexico. 

Albuquerque: an American Flamenco microcosm 

  Albuquerque is home to the National Institute of Flamenco, a non-profit organization 

founded by Eva Encinias-Sandoval in 1992. The NIF is a multifaceted organization “dedicated to 

preserving the art, culture and history of flamenco” (Department of Theater and Dance 2012). 

Among its many programs, the National Institute of Flamenco is responsible for organizing the 

annual Festival Flamenco Nacional de Alburquerque, which was established in 1987 (Encinias 

et al. 2009, 13). This event is one the most renowned Flamenco festivals in the United States. 

Through this endeavor artists by the likes of Manuela Carrasco, La Farruca, Pastora and Israel 

Galván, and Rocio Molina are hired exclusively to perform in shows which take place in 

multiple theaters within the city of Albuquerque. This festival not only offers a week of 

Flamenco performances by internationally renowned artists, but it also provides novice students, 

aficionados, and professional performers the opportunity to take workshops in baile, cante, 

palmas, cajón, and guitar with some of the most talented contemporary flamenco artists from 

Spain and the United States. The festival is unique for offering participants the opportunity to 

further their skills in production of the music and not just dance. The emphasis however, on 

advertising the festivals featured dancers, is proof of a stronger appreciation for Flamenco as a 

dance form by American consumers.  

  In addition to the cultural enrichment which this festival brings to New Mexico and the 

American Southwest in general, it is a source of stimulus for Albuquerque’s local economy. The 
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NIF “…generat[es] sufficient revenue from ticket sales…to sustain its programming” and 

peripherally effects businesses in the New Mexico tourist industry (Zeiger 2005, 23). Businesses 

such as hotels, restaurants, and local shops inevitably benefit from the influx of tourists attributed 

to the yearly festival that would otherwise not exist. As a city with an economy bolstered by the 

presence of the state university the University of New Mexico, it is negatively affected by the 

absence of students during the summer. By attracting visitors through this cultural event, the 

festival serves as a form of advertisement for services and activities the city has to offer that may 

otherwise go unnoticed. The event of course brings exposure to the National Institute of 

Flamenco as a non-profit organization and attracts sources of financial support, in the form of 

aspiring students and donors. It is through attending this festival that many students learn of the 

additional programs offered by the institute and are thus more likely to return and contribute 

more to the city’s economy.  

  Beyond executing this elaborate production year after year, the National Institute of 

Flamenco sustains The National Conservatory of Flamenco Arts, which is advertised as “the only 

professional flamenco preparatory school in the United States…” (Encinias et al. 2009, 13). This 

school offers a comprehensive curriculum composed of courses in basic Flamenco rhythms, 

dance technique, foot work, cante, mastery of castanets, beginning through intermediate level 

guitar, and improvisation. The pedagogy employed by instructors at the conservatory is 

particularly intriguing, in that it compartmentalizes different elements of the Flamenco art 

complex in order to facilitate instruction to students for whom the art form is foreign. It 

conversely emphasizes the importance of how the different components of Flamenco interact 

with one another to create art in an organic manner.  

  Courses are offered to students of all ages and levels of experience. Students however are 
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not limited solely to aficionados; the conservatory offers training to individuals who seek to 

perform professionally. This allows for the regeneration of the National Institute of Flamenco’s 

professional company Yjastros, which regularly arranges Flamenco dance productions that 

typically take place in performance theaters. This is the highest level of performance proficiency 

attainable under the instruction of the National Conservatory of Flamenco arts. Beneath Yjastros 

is Alma Flamenca, the student company composed of advanced level dancers training to 

eventually become part of the professional company (Encinias 2009, 13). Under the umbrella 

that is the NIF, there are also several levels of children’s courses available to the public, often 

taught by advanced students of the conservatory.  

  Flamenco has become so deeply embedded in New Mexican culture that it has crossed 

over into the realm of public education. Eva Encinias-Sandoval is responsible for having created 

the nation’s first Master of Fine Arts program with a focus in Flamenco performance at the 

University of New Mexico’s Department of Theatre and Dance. This is an attractive option for 

students at the Conservatory of Flamenco Arts who aim to someday make a career from their 

craft. Given the relatively numerous employment opportunities that revolve around Flamenco in 

Albuquerque, this is not an outlandish idea. Yet another extension of Albuquerque’s Flamenco 

culture is the recently established charter school by the name of “Tierra Adentro: The New 

Mexico School of Art, Academics and Artesania” (Encinias et al. 2009). The objective of this 

school which was also founded by the Encinias family and their peers at the National Institute of 

Flamenco is to promote education of not only traditionally prescribed school subjects, but to 

alternatively incorporate the promotion of New Mexican culture in conjunction with the 

“diffusion of Spanish culture” in this region (Encinias et al. 2009, 9). This implies that Flamenco 

is enmeshed in the school curriculum. Furthermore, many of the instructors at the Tierra Adentro 



Serrano 23 

 

 

are former students of the Conservatory of Flamenco Arts and/or present members of the 

Yjastros performing company.  

   As an alternative to the large scale productions of Yjastros and the NIF, a community 

based Flamenco venue was created by Albuquerque locals. Not coincidentally, this venue 

operates under the name “The Peña” and aims to serve a similar purpose as those that exist in 

Spain, that is to “…bridge the gap between stage and audience…” by creating an environment in 

which students and aficionados can collaborate and appreciate one another’s art (The Peña 

2012). The emergence of a grass roots Flamenco venue that aims to provide aficionados and 

students with an opportunity to not only observe as an audience member, but actively participate 

in the live production of music assuming they have prior experience with the art form, is proof 

that the audience for Flamenco in the United States is not homogenous. In fact, portions of 

American Flamenco consumers have obtained a level of familiarity with the art that has resulted 

in a preference for austerity and intimacy as opposed to experiencing an elaborate performance 

from behind the fourth wall created by theater spaces. 

 The varying degrees of appreciation for the Flamenco art complex around the world are 

largely based on context. In Andalucía for example, Flamenco originated as the art form of an 

isolated, marginalized population. It is in its isolated state; isolated referring to a lack of 

exposure to a foreign audience, that many artists and aficionados would argue Flamenco reached 

its peak both in purity and virtue. Some would deem any subsequent divergence a bastardization 

of the art form. However, the notion that any form of expression would cease to evolve in 

conjunction with the society from which it has emerged is naïve and contrived. There is no 

question as to whether or not consumers instigate changes in the nature of a given product, 

because often times and particularly in the case of Flamenco, the consumers of the product are 
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producers as well. It is not the existence of a multidimensional interaction between factors of 

production and consumption that is being challenged in this article, rather the notion that the 

effects of this relationship are ultimately detrimental to the art form. 

  In the case of Flamenco as it exists in Albuquerque, the adaptations in performance style 

and methods of instruction are shaped almost entirely by the interpretation of the Andalusian art 

form by a foreign audience. The method of disbursal is tailored to meet the needs of a consumer 

population with a tenuous, perhaps even nonexistent cultural affiliation with this genre of music 

and dance. It has proven effective in promoting elements of tradition by means of innovation in 

pedagogy and practice. In Spain, the existence of Flamenco is far more polymorphous. Flamenco 

takes place in the form of large-scale theater productions just as it does in the United States; 

however, Spain offers a wider variety of informal venues in which Flamenco is practiced in close 

relation to cultural tradition rather than primarily as an income-generating production. The 

emergence of “The Peña” in Albuquerque however, is evidence of diversity in consumer 

preference. It also contrasts the notion of Flamenco losing authenticity as a result of its 

integration into a new cultural context. 

   Professional and education opportunities for Flamenco in Albuquerque represent and 

illustrate the adaptation of a folk art to a foreign market. This adaptation has resulted in a 

flourishing artistic and economic environment for the art complex. The integration of Flamenco 

into different components of Albuquerque’s local economy and educational institutions has 

contributed to the production not only of students, performers, and aficionados, but a 

substantially large population of consumers. The promotion of Flamenco to students of a wide 

age range and to children in particular, not only produces potential professional performers, but it 

cultivates an environment of awareness and appreciation for Flamenco that is not native to the 
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United States. This environment is reinforced by the economic contribution that the presence of 

this art complex makes to the state. Conversely, the growing attraction surrounding Flamenco 

fortifies the art complex socially and culturally. In contrast, the presence of Flamenco in 

Andalucía is very much embedded in a cultural identity. It does not require the same kind of 

integration into educational institutions, because much of what would be taught to children in a 

Flamenco class in Albuquerque for example, would be learned through direct exposure via 

familial and social events. There are substantial dissimilarities between the avenues of 

acquisition of Flamenco knowledge in New Mexico and in Spain, for the obvious reason that 

Flamenco is not native to this region of the world. However, this does not imply that Flamenco 

learned outside of Spain is inherently less authentic.  

Conclusions 

  The comparison of Flamenco culture in New Mexico to a more generalized, global 

practice has provided a new perspective on consumer influence upon this imported art form. My 

findings support the notion that although consumer preference does shape the production of art, 

it does not necessarily result in the deterioration of its integrity. The adaptation of an art form to 

new social conditions can in fact have a positive impact on the viability of the art form both 

socially and economically. As previously noted, when an art form such as Flamenco enters the 

world market, it becomes dependent on the social and financial support of the foreign consumer. 

Once an art form becomes a component of an ever-changing web of interactions, it will either 

adapt to new conditions in order to become more viable, or become extinct.  

  Although the term consumer typically connotes negativity, especially when used in 

relation to art, we must acknowledge that dichotomizing the relationship between producer and 

consumer in this way entails an oversimplification of an infinitely complex process. This inhibits 
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the potential for comprehensive analysis of this exchange. It is therefore necessary to 

acknowledge that the relationship is one of various dimensions, and that consumers cannot be 

regarded as a homogenous group. Just as consumer preference impacts the nature of Flamenco as 

a commodity, performers can act as agents in dictating the nature and intended audience for the 

art they produce. This concept is one that is yet to be addressed academically. It is my hope that 

future research on Flamenco as a globalized art form will look more closely at the role of artists 

as agents in the production of an economically viable product in the world market, and how the 

aim for economic viability interacts with personal notions of authenticity and artistic license.  
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