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And Some Just Hum

ike millions of football fans everywhere, | spent
many hours glued to my television screen during the
recent World Cup. Teams representing 48 countries

played a total of 104 matches in stadiums in Canada, Mexico,
and the United States. It was a spectacular tournament.

Every game began with a carefully choreographed
ceremony during which huge flags were unfurled on the
field and national anthems played over the stadium’s sound
system. During the opening ceremony for the final game, |
noticed that the Spanish players were not singing along as
an instrumental arrangement of their anthem filled the air.
As the cameras scanned the stands, | could see that none
of the Spanish support crew or fans were singing either.
This struck me as odd, so | did some research and found
that no one was singing along because the Spanish anthem
has no lyrics. No lyrics? That seemed odd indeed. Every
sovereign country has a national anthem and, though | have
never given the matter much thought, | just assumed that
all these anthems had lyrics. | was wrong. In fact, four of
them do not.

Spain is the best-known of the four countries with an
entirely instrumental national anthem. This “hymn,” as it is
known in Spanish, was originally composed as a military
march. In 1770, King Carlos Il declared it the country’s
official “Honour March” to be played at public and royal
events. Because it was always played whenever the royal
family appeared in public, people referred to it as the Marcha
Real, or Royal March, which is what it is still called today.
It has no words because there are several autonomous
regions in Spain, each with its own co-official language and
distinct cultural identity, and creating one set of lyrics that
all Spaniards can accept has so far proven impossible.

The second country in this category is Bosnia and
Herzegovina, which also fielded a team at World Cup 2026.
This nation consists of three main ethnic groups—Bosniaks,
Serbs, and Croats—which, because of their religious and
cultural differences, have been unable to agree on lyrics
for a national anthem that represents them all equally. To
avoid ethnic tensions and political deadlock, the government
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chose a purely instrumental composition in 1999 to replace
a previous version that was rejected because the words
were considered biased in favour of the Bosniaks. New
lyrics were written in 2009, but the country’s parliament
has yet to approve them.

The third country with a purely instrumental national
anthem is Kosovo, which gained its independence from
Serbia in 2008. It is home to an ethnic Albanian majority and
a significant Serb minority. In an attempt to honour all ethnic
groups living within its borders while avoiding conflicts and
promoting a message of unity, the government explicitly
commissioned an anthem with no lyrics.

| must confess that | had never heard of the fourth
country in this group. San Marino is one of the oldest
republics in the world, a tiny, landlocked nation in Southern
Europe. Surrounded on all sides by Italy, it is located east
of Florence, not far from the Adriatic Sea. Unlike the other
countries mentioned above, San Marino did not choose to
have a wordless national anthem because of internal ethnic
tensions. We are told that back in 1849 Giuseppe Garibaldi,
the military hero of the Italian unification movement, was on
the run from Austrian and Roman armies. The San Marino
government gave him shelter and negotiated a peaceful
solution to the crisis that allowed him to escape to safety
under cover of darkness. Garibaldi was so grateful that a few
years later, during the Risorgimento, the grand unification
of Italy, he respected San Marino’s historic sovereignty and
neutrality and helped the tiny nation avoid annexation. Since
then, the people of San Marino have preferred to have a
national anthem with no words rather than risk any sort
of provocation that might jeopardize their highly prized
independence.

| can understand the various reasons for having a purely
instrumental version. But | don’t see how it could ever stir
up the passionate feelings of camaraderie and pride that
most people were obviously experiencing when they sang
their national anthem at the World Cup. Here | go making
assumptions again, but | simply can’t imagine it would feel
the same to just hum along.
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