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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 The Bolivian string quartet is a genre that is coming into its own, as the new 

generation of composers in Bolivia continues to make strides towards the 

modernization of their styles.  Many of these quartets have never been performed, and 

musicians and scholars throughout the world remain unfamiliar with them and their 

distinctive contributions to the repertoire.  This study, which has two main parts, 

provides an overview of Bolivian music in the context of Western art music and 

introduces scholars and performers to three award-winning Bolivian composers and 

their works for string quartet.  Field research in Bolivia provided interviews with these 

composers, whose biographies are included, along with their insights into the scores 

made available in this treatise.  

 Alberto Villalpando’s Preludio, Passaccaglia y Postludio [sic.}, written in 1963, is a 

complex work that offers to the performers considerable ensemble challenges.  Cergio 

Prudencio’s string quartet “Gestación” (1976), introduces aleatoric elements.  Lastly, 

Gastón Arce’s String Quartet No. 1, “Una Evocación Andina”(1988: revised 1996), is the 

best known of Bolivian string quartets, having received its world premiere in the United 

States in 1998.  It is hoped that this treatise will serve as an introduction to string  
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quartets by Bolivian composers, whose contributions will enhance the standard 

repertoire.  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

Twentieth-century string quartets form a valuable portion of the repertoire for 

this genre as a whole.  However, string quartets recently written in developing nations 

such as Bolivia are frequently not available to international musicians and audiences.  

With the exception of works by Heitor Villa-Lobos, Alberto Ginastera, and Astor 

Piazzolla, string quartets by Latin American composers are not often performed 

consistently outside the composers' native countries.  The under-representation of 

performances of chamber works in other genres by Latin American composers has also 

been true.   According to research done by Venezuelan composer Ricardo Lorenz, 

“during the last ten years the Chicago, Boston and Philadelphia Symphony Orchestras 

have included an average of 0.2% of Latin American compositions in their programs.”1 

German Marcano accounts for this lack of inclusion as follows:  
 

[Classical] music performers and orchestras all over the world are careful when 
programming music from Latin America.  The lack of popularity and knowledge 
about Latin American concert music makes it [a] risky factor when considering 
programs that appeal to the general public.  As a consequence, composers like 
Alberto Ginastera, Heitor Villa-Lobos, and Astor Piazzolla have become icons of 
the Latin American culture, a fact that offers a special appeal for concert 
programs, but at the same time neglects the works of hundreds of other creators.2    

 The programming of Latin American string quartets follows similar trends.  Not 

only are audiences unfamiliar with compositions from Latin America, but many string 

                                                 
1  Ricardo Lorenz, “Voices in Limbo: Identity, representation, and realities of Latin   

American Composers” (Ph.d diss., University of Chicago, 1999), 3. 
 
2  German Marcano, “A Catalog of Cello Music by Latin American Composers” D.M.A.   

treatise, University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2001), 1. 
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players themselves are not familiar with even the best known Latin American string 

quartets.  This author’s survey of numerous concerts at a sampling of music festivals 

between 1991-2002 reveals that only one of these festivals programmed a string quartet 

by a Latin American composer:  Ginastera’s String Quartet No. 2, performed at The 

Quartet Program by a student ensemble.3  (The Quartet Program takes place at Bucknell 

University and is directed by violinist and pedagogue, Charles Castleman). 

 The contributions of Latin American composers to the genre of the string quartet 

are of particular importance, because this art form gains an innovative stamp when 

infused with the distinctive influences of these composers’ cultures.  For example, 

Piazzolla brought the elements of the tango from his native Argentina to his works for 

string quartet and created an unprecedented new approach.  Similarly, the three 

Bolivian composers selected for this study, working within avant-garde and 

contemporary styles, bring subtle elements of their own native Andean culture to the 

traditional art form of the string quartet, and provides audiences with new listening 

experiences.  

 Academic recognition and performance opportunities have been particularly 

elusive for composers from Bolivia.  Because of its third world economy, it has been 

very difficult for it’s composers to publish their works and thus become known to the 

outside world.  Bolivian works for string quartet, like most academic Bolivian music, 

have remained largely undiscovered.  The purpose of this treatise is to study and 

discuss compositions for string quartet by prominent contemporary Bolivian 

composers, with the intention of making these works better known in both the United 

                                                 
3  Concerts attended or performed included over one hundred faculty chamber music concerts at 

the Interlochen Arts Camp (summers of 2000-2002); six concerts at the string quartet program at the 
Snowbird Institute in Utah (summer of 1996); thirty concerts at The Quartet Program in Pennsylvania 
(summers of 1991, 1992 and 2000); ten concerts at Strings in the Mountains, in Colorado (summer of 
1995); and eight concerts at Music at Penns Woods in Pennsylvania (summer of 1994). 
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States and the world at large.  

  As a member of the Lindsayan String Quartet, I had the opportunity to 

perform and record the world premiere of the string quartet "Una Evocación Andina" Op. 

7, No. 1, by Gastón Arce Sejas 4, and have thus introduced this work to audiences in 

both South America and the United States.  This experience has provided further 

contact with Arce and other prominent Bolivian composers.  After discussions with 

these composers, it is my understanding that most Bolivian string quartets have not 

been studied, catalogued or performed.  Therefore, I have selected three works, which I 

feel will contribute significantly to the repertoire.  Through this treatise, the three 

selected pieces will become available for study and reference to musicians outside of 

Bolivia, providing insight into unique influences and styles specific to Bolivian string 

quartets.  

 This study will be divided into two main sections: 1) Bolivian art music within 

the context of Western art music in Latin America, and 2) the selected composers and 

their works. 

 The selection of the three quartets was based on the following criteria: 1) the 

piece must be written for string quartet (two violins, viola and 'cello), 2) the composer 

must be Bolivian by birth and 3) the piece must be written by a composer who has won 

a major Bolivian award, such as the Luz Mila Patiño composition prize, the Adrian 

Patiño municipal competition, or the Composición de Promociones Musicales. 

 Three methods were used for gathering information: 1) primary fieldwork was 

done in Bolivia that involved interviews with the composers.  These interviews allowed 

each composer to comment on such topics as their sources of inspiration, use of 

techniques, and affinity for particular compositional styles.  2) Study of the selected 

                                                 
4  Bolivia: The Unknown Sounds, Javier Pinell, violin; compact disc recording released in May of 

1999.  This project was funded by the Theodore Presser Foundation. 
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scores. 3) Research of secondary sources that provided information about Bolivian 

musical history and culture.  
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I. 

  BOLIVIAN ART MUSIC WITHIN THE CONTEXT OF WESTERN ART MUSIC  

IN LATIN AMERICA 

 

 With one of the most indigenous populations of any South American country, 

Bolivia has a rich musical culture strongly influenced by folk music.5  This folk music is 

of two main types: native, or derived from pre-Columbian tradition and mestizo or 

hybrid, which emerged from the mixture of the Spanish culture with the Andean.6   

 Despite the fact that folk music dominates Bolivian music, there are a number of 

Bolivian composers who have been classically trained in the traditions of Western art 

music.7  Yet, partly as a result of the strength of the folk music tradition, most Bolivian 

classical compositions contain folk influences at some level.  The three Bolivian 

composers discussed in this treatise were selected with the intention of showing a 

variety of compositional styles and influences. 

 In her recent study of contemporary Peruvian composers, Cathy Ann Collinge 

calls attention to the neglect of talented composers from the Andean region: “Due to the 

often oppressive economic conditions, as well as other problems that frequently plague 

developing countries, many composers have a wealth of worthy compositions yet 

                                                 
5   Gerard Béhague, Music in Latin America: An Introduction. (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall, 

1979), 176.  
 
6  Javier Pinell “Four Contemporary Compositions for the Violin by Bolivian Composers with an 

Emphasis on Folk-related Influences.” (D.M. treatise, Florida State University, 1999), 5. 
 
7  Ibid, viii. 
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unpublished.”8  This is the case for many Bolivian composers as well.  Collinge also 

observes that “[most] of their compositions exist only in manuscript form and remain 

inaccessible to musicians outside of [their country].”9 Furthermore, recent compositions 

by Bolivian composers have often not found outlets for performance in Bolivia, due in 

part to the prohibitive cost of staging performances and hiring qualified 

instrumentalists.10  

 To better understand the difficulty that today’s Bolivian composers find in 

gaining recognition for their works even in their own country, it is important to look at 

the influence of Western art music in Bolivia.   

 Throughout the history of Bolivian music, from the arrival of the Spanish in 1534 

until today, native Andean people have had a much more open assimilation of 

European musical instruments into their own music than the characteristics of Western 

academic music itself.  It is common to find in today’s Bolivian folk music ensembles 

instruments of European origin such as the guitar and the violin.  Yet, in the broad 

hybrid genre of mestizo music, which constitutes the main bulk of Bolivian folk music, 

European academic influences have been slow to come to the forefront, and strong 

characteristics of Andean pre-Columbian music have remained.  Among these are the 

predominant use of binary rhythms11 and the pentatonic scale.12  The chromatic twelve 

                                                 
8  Cathy Ann Collinge “Compositions for the European-Derived Orchestral Flute by Twentieth-

Century Peruvian Composers: An Emphasis on Folk-Related Musical Nationalism”, (D.M.treatise, Florida 
State University, 1992), 2. 

 
9  Collinge, x. 
 
10  See, for example, Alberto Villalpando’s comments on staging a performance of his first string 

quartet, pages 18-19. 
 
11  “Binary rhythm is the most common stylistic feature of this music, and nearly all Incan 

rhythms begin on a strong beat.” José Díaz Gaínza, Historia Musical de Bolivia (La Paz: Editorial América, 
1996), 113. 

 
12  Atiliano Auza, Historia de la Música Boliviana (La Paz:  Editorial Los Amigos del Libro 1985), 21. 
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tones of the Western scale were seldom incorporated into the indigenous folk music, 

much less any other European musical trends.  For nearly two hundred years, it has 

been only a small circle of composers and musicians trained and educated in the 

European tradition who were aware of and interested in pursuing further study of that 

tradition.  In fact, throughout the history of Bolivian academic music, the most 

prominent Bolivian composers have been trained, at least partly, outside of the country. 

 Within the continuing process of hybridization between cultures, some 

European influences are more easily identified than others in the Bolivian population at 

large.  From the author’s observations during numerous trips to Bolivia, among the 

most noticeable are:  language, religion, clothing, food, and musical instruments.  

Academic music, however, falls into a category that was never broadly assimilated.   

 A brief overview of Bolivian art music from the period following independence 

until major changes in art music occurred (1825-1970) is helpful for understanding the 

challenges faced by the last two generations of classically trained composers.  Traces of 

Bolivian academic music are not well defined in the period immediately following 

Bolivia’s independence (1825-1900), thus only the music of a few influential composers 

of this time, serves as testimony to the directions that academic music would take later 

on. 

 According to Brazilian musicologist Gerard Béhague, the trend during this 

period consisted of “the simple use of Indian and mestizo folk music.”13  This was the 

beginning of “nationalism” in Bolivian music.  An important composer of the early 

nationalist period was Simeón Roncal (1879-1953).  He stylized Bolivia’s national dance, 

                                                 
13  Béhague, 176. 
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the cueca,14 and wrote a set of twenty cuecas for the piano, which are still popular today.  

During the same period, José María Velasco Maidana (1901-1989) wrote “Amerindia,” a 

ballet based on native folk melodies that was perhaps the most famous Bolivian work of 

its kind.15  Despite these contributions, Bolivian composer and historian Atiliano Auza 

observes, “Very few composers wrote truly original [academic] music involving 

Bolivian themes.”16 Other prominent nationalistic composers of this time included, 

Teófilo Vargas (1886-1961), Eduardo Caba (1890-1953), Humberto Viscarra Monje (born 

in 1898, death date unknown), Armando Palmero (1900-1968), P. José Díaz Gaínza (born 

in 1908, death date unknown), Humberto Iporre Salinas (1915-1985), and Gilberto Rojas 

(born in 1916, death date unknown).17   

 The emergence of nationalist composers during this broad period was 

accompanied by increased institutional support for European art music.  For example, 

in 1941, Velasco Maidana founded the Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional.18  The founding of 

this institution, along with the Sociedad Haydn (founded in 1884), the Estudiantina Paceña 

(1892), the Sociedad Filarmónica de Sucre (1886), the Estudiantina Verdi de La Paz (1904), the 

Conservatorio Nacional de Música (1907) and the Escuela de Bellas Artes (1910)19 had 
                                                 
              14  “In Peru this popular dance was African in style and was at times accompanied by the Spanish 
harp, guitar, and the indigenous pincuyllo (Romero, cited in Tompkins 1973:19 . . . [also known as 
zambacueca, it] achieved great popularity and spread throughout Chile, Bolivia, Ecuador, Paraguay, 
Argentina, and Uruguay in the nineteenth century, and was danced even in California during the days of 
the gold rush.”  Dale Olsen, “Folk Music of South America - A Musical Mosaic,” in Musics of Many 
Cultures, ed. Elizabeth, May. (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1983), 417. 

 
15  Ma. Teresa Rivera de Stahlie, Musica y Musicos Bolivianos (La Paz:  Editorial Los Amigos del 

Libro 1995), 100. 
 
16  Auza, 78-79. 

 
17  Ibid, 96-97. 
 
18  Ibid, 119. 
 
19  Ibid, 94-95. 
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important repercussions on the production and promotion of European academic music 

in Bolivia.  

 Regardless of these encouraging trends, Bolivia was slower to assimilate the 

compositional styles of European art music than neighboring Latin American countries 

such as Argentina, Chile, and Brazil, each of which achieved independence at around 

the same time.  With their more markedly European ancestry, it is not surprising that 

the musical training and education in the Western traditions in these countries was 

pursued by larger percentages of their populations.  During the 1930’s and 1940’s, 

nationalistic styles throughout Latin America turned toward more current 

compositional styles, yet Bolivia lagged behind.  Characterizing this new era was “an 

awareness of some progressive trends in twentieth-century European composition and 

a conscious effort to follow or assimilate these trends.”20   

 Several associations were formed which promoted the modernization of Latin 

American compositional styles; including the Argentine Grupo Renovación and 

Agrupación Nueva Música, the Cuban Grupo de Renovación Musical, the Chilean Asociación 

de Compositores and Instituto de Extensión Musical, and the Brazilian Música Viva.21  

During this same time there emerged critics of musical nationalism.  Juan Carlos Paz, 

the Argentine critic and composer, asserted that “nationalist composers worked with 

‘dead’ material and had thus caused the stagnation of Latin American music.”22  He 

believed that nationalistic music prevented composers from becoming acquainted with 

new techniques.  His views were soon adopted by many, and by the 1950’s, Latin 

American composers had “embraced Western techniques and allowed them to 

                                                 
20  Béhague, 245. 
 
21  Ibid. 
 
22  Béhague, 245-246. 
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dominate their style...  local color began to disappear.”23 Even though these 

compositional trends and changes in academic music had taken place in many of the 

larger Latin American countries by the 1950's, in Bolivia, with its more indigenous 

population, they would be noticed much later.24    

 A thirty-year stagnation in the use of modern compositional techniques in 

Bolivian art music began to change with the innovations of one composer, Alberto 

Villalpando (b. 1940).  Villalpando returned to Bolivia in the early 1970’s, bringing with 

him the knowledge and experience he had acquired in Argentina under the tutelage of 

Alberto Ginastera and Luigi Dallapicola.  Among his pioneering activities was the 

establishment of a new degree program in composition (Taller de Música) at the Bolivian 

Catholic University in 1974, where he began teaching serialistic, electronic, and aleatoric 

techniques.  The positive result of this endeavor is seen today in a better-trained and 

more informed young generation of classically trained composers in Bolivia. 

 The three composers selected for this study include Alberto Villalpando and two 

composers of a younger generation who support his vision of a Bolivian art music that 

shares the modern techniques and trends of Western art music.  Recent research in 

Bolivia enabled this author to speak not only with these younger composers but also 

with Villalpando.  These composers, who better than anyone, are able to address the 

development of Bolivia’s art music, have been a neglected and an important resource.  

In relation to the current status of Bolivian classical music, the four composers 

interviewed for this study were asked the following question:  “How do you see 

Bolivian classical music in the context of Western classical music?" 

 Villalpando found this question “engaging since the history of Bolivian music is 

                                                 
23  Pinell, 37. 
 
24  Ibid, 38. 
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somewhat peculiar.”25   He observes that the territory that is known as Bolivia today has 

had varying influences in the last four hundred years.  On the one hand there is the pre-

Columbian native music and on the other, the European music.   The latter had been 

taught during the colonial period mainly within the activities of the Catholic Church in 

Potosí26 and Sucre,27 the two largest cities of the region.  However, Villalpando explains 

that during the period of the Republic (1825-1900), church music diminished 

significantly, leaving only one chapel active, Sucre.  As he explains, “Around 1940, this 

chapel ceased to produce music, and the Escuela Normal de Sucre was founded as an 

institute for music education, offering careers other than the one for chapel-master.  

Nevertheless, there were no advanced training centers in the country, especially for 

composition.”28   

 The phenomenon of a significantly diminished secular musical activity after 

independence, was experienced by many cultures in the New World, and is explained 

by David Hildebrand, who performs colonial music around the United States and runs 

the Colonial Music Institute near Annapolis, Maryland: “If you have a bunch of people 

struggling for existence, they are not going to sit down and compose concerti...The 

Colonial Period was 160 years of amateur [secular] music making.”29  

                                                 
25  Alberto Villalpando, interview by author, December of 2001, La Paz, tape recording. 

 
26  Founded in 1545, this city is located in the Andean region in the southwest of Bolivia. Potosí 
became famous after the discovery of abundant amounts of silver.  
 
27  Also known as Charcas, La Plata, and today Sucre, this city has served as the administrative, 

legal, religious, cultural, and educational center for the easternmost Spanish territories. In 1538 the city 
was renamed La Plata, and in 1558 it became the headquarters of the newly established Real Audiencia de 
Charcas (Royal Court of Charcas).  La Plata was also an important and autonomous ecclesiastical center 
after it was granted an archiepiscopal seat in 1609.  

 
28   Villalpando, interview with the author. 

 
29  Andrew Curry, “New World Symphony” U.S. News and World Report Magazine. (July 8-15, 

2002), 22. 
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 During the period that followed Bolivian independence, “the music that actually 

became stronger was the música criolla,30 which is still a very important musical presence 

in the country.”31 Thus, this was the musical atmosphere that Bolivian composers of the 

mid-twentieth-century inherited, a society extremely rich in folk music, but with a lack 

of advanced centers for classical music instruction.  Among the most prominent of this 

generation are Gustavo Navarre (b. 1932), Atiliano Auza (b. 1928) and Marvin Sandi 

(1938-1968), who were trained abroad.  Their training enabled them to bring the latest 

styles back to Bolivia, as did Villalpando. 

 Villalpando met Sandi during their college studies in Buenos Aires.  Being keenly 

aware of the condition of Bolivian academic music, their goals were “to study music, 

learn as much as possible, and return to Bolivia to begin working towards making 

changes in Bolivian academic music.”32 Although Marvin Sandi passed away at an early 

age, Villalpando returned to Bolivia and fulfilled their important goals.  Coming back to 

a country that was so far behind the modern trends in art music was not easy.  

Villalpando expresses, 

 
When I returned to Bolivia, I was somewhat isolated (like the story I told you 
about the quartet.)33  How could Bolivia receive my music, which was so foreign 
to them, in an avant-garde style and more in harmony with the tendencies of 
other composers around the world?34  

 His Taller de Música at the Bolivian Catholic University, where he taught 

                                                 
30  Música criolla consists of secular folk songs and dances with mixed characteristics from their 

native pre-Columbian and European counterparts. 
 

31  Villalpando, interview. 
 

32  Ibid. 
 

33  See page 19, where Villalpando describes the premiere of his award-winning quartet. 
 

34  Ibid. 
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composition from 1974 to 1979, spawned a new generation of musicians including 

Cergio Prudencio, Nicolás Suárez, Freddy Terrazas, Franz Terceros, Augustín 

Fernández, Rubén Silva and others who continue to write in these new styles of music.35   

 As described by Villalpando, in July of 2001 there was an important 

contemporary Bolivian music festival, which showed a wide variety of well-written 

works.  He observed that “the composers who participated form a larger circle of 

people who are currently writing in a style which one can call ‘new Bolivian 

contemporary music.’  Although limited, there is a repertoire, a literature to which we 

can resort.  Now I see this new generation starting to produce.”36   

 Villalpando’s cautious optimism about Bolivia’s progress in relation to Western 

art music is not fully shared by composer Oldrich Halas.  An award-winning composer 

of the new generation who was trained in Germany, Halas believes that Bolivian 

classical music has unfortunately become stagnated once again.  In a recent interview 

with the author, he argues that despite the abrupt jump toward more current styles 

with the presence and influence of Alberto Villalpando and his Taller de Música, 

Bolivian compositional styles have still been held back, partly as a result of composers 

not familiarizing themselves with the most current trends in the outside world.  

Keeping this in mind, and considering the relatively few composers and musicians 

actually involved in classical music making in Bolivia today, Halas believes that 

Bolivian classical music is still very limited.   
 
 I noticed this first when I left for Europe to study music in Germany, and 

realized that in terms of compositional styles, Bolivia was roughly about thirty 
years behind the current compositional trends in modern countries.  For 
example, when I was younger, we thought that twelve-tone music was still on 

                                                 
35  Rivera de Stahlie, 133. 
 
36  Villalpando, interviews. 
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the cutting edge of modern compositional style, when in fact this is a trend that 
was fashionable several decades ago.37   

 

 Halas goes on to cite another example, mentioning “the style used by Alberto 

Villalpando in electroacoustics in the 1970’s.  Many young composers who have not 

been abroad are still experimenting with this style today.”38  Halas considers this “very 

limiting and at the same time sad, because it restricts the freedom of creation.”39  

Furthermore, this does not allow Bolivian composers to become any closer to their rich 

folk heritage. 

 Cergio Prudencio, composer of the string quartet “Gestación,” shares Halas’ 

interest in Bolivia’s folk heritage as well as his concern about Bolivia’s place in the 

contemporary music world today: “In general terms, I see Bolivian classical music as 

out of context with Western classical music.”40 He also believes that what Villalpando 

did in the seventies was in a sense a “musical actualization” of Western styles and 

musical trends of that time.  “Such an actualization has never been done again.  So, yet 

again, Bolivia is without modern references with which we could compare.  What one 

hears today in the contemporary music festivals done in Bolivia shows precisely that, a 

lack of context and references.”41 

 The most optimistic view came from composer Gastón Arce Sejas, whose string 

quartet “Una Evocación Andina” was premiered and recorded in the United States by the 

Lindsayan String Quartet.  He sees Bolivian classical music “improving, with the future 

                                                 
37  Oldrich Halas, interview by author, December of 2001, La Paz, tape recording. 
 
38  Ibid. 
 
39  Ibid. 
 
40  Cergio Prudencio, interview by author, December of 2001, La Paz, tape recording. 

 
41  Ibid. 
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looking even brighter.”  He bases this observation on the recent experiences of Bolivian 

composers at the Cuarto Encuentro de Compositores e Intérpretes Latinoamericanos (Fourth 

Congress of Latin American Composers) in Belo Horizonte, Brazil, May 25-June 1, 2002.   
  
The reviews of these concerts indicated that, in the international compositional 
arena, Bolivian composers are at a level similar to any others’.  In terms of style 
we have shown a broad spectrum.  If there is one weak aspect of our music, I 
would say it is the performers; that is something that needs improvement.42   
 

 Arce’s confidence in the new generation of composers suggests that the status of 

Bolivian art music is continuing to improve.  

 Along with the increasingly sophisticated compositional techniques shown by 

these composers, is an increased interest in the string quartet, a genre that has received 

little attention in Bolivia until recently.  However, economic and social conditions have 

caused the string quartets by these composers to remain relatively unknown even 

within Bolivia’s borders.  With the new compositional innovations of these three 

composers and their colleagues, it is an exciting time to study Bolivian string quartets.  

It is hoped that this treatise will lay the groundwork for future research and will 

introduce performers and scholars to these contributions to the repertoire.  

                                                 
42  Gastón Arce Sejas, interview by author, June of 2002, telephone interview. The four composers 

who actually went to Belo Horizonte were Oldrich Halas, Javier Parrado, Augustín Fernández and Edgar 
Alandia. Works by other Bolivian composers were also performed. 
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II 

THE SELECTED COMPOSERS AND THEIR STRING QUARTETS 

 

Biographical Information of Alberto Villalpando 

 

 Alberto Villalpando was born in La Paz on November 21, 1940.  He began his 

musical studies in Potosí with Santiago Velasquez.  At the age of 18 he moved to 

Buenos Aires, Argentina, and entered the National Conservatory of Music.  During this 

period, he studied composition with Alberto Ginastera.  In 1963 he was awarded a 

scholarship to the Latin American Center of Advanced Musical Studies of the Torcuato 

Di Tella Institute in Buenos Aires, studying with such teachers as Aaron Copland, 

Olivier Messiaen, Luigi Dallapiccola and Bruno Maderna.  When he returned to La Paz, 

he became director of the music department of Bolivia’s Ministry of Culture and 

Education.  In this position he initiated plans for the promotion of musical activities in 

Bolivia, which brought about the reorganization of Bolivia’s Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional 

and the Ballet Oficial.  Throughout his career, Villalpando has received important 

appointments and awards, including the directorship of the Taller de Música of the 

Catholic University in La Paz in 1974, and the nation’s highest cultural award, the 

Premio Nacional de Cultura, in 1999.  

 Credited with bringing modern compositional styles to the forefront in Bolivia, 

Villalpando has employed electroacoustic, serial, and aleatoric techniques.  He describes  
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electroacoustic music as particularly attractive to him, citing two reasons: “One of these  

is the novelty of the sonorities; the other is the possibility of making contemporary 

music without resorting to musicians.”1 

 In the decades of the ’60’s and ‘70’s, it was very difficult for him to get his music 

performed in Bolivia, not due to a lack of desire, but simply because his works were 

technically too difficult for the musicians there.  Therefore, Villalpando resorted to 

working with electroacoustics, and he believes that this has helped him to develop his 

“musical geographic sense,” so that he can hear every sound, color, and tone in his 

mind, without relying upon any instrument. 2 

 Villalpando characterizes his own work as belonging to three separate stages, the 

first being his formative period, to which his first quartet belongs.  In his second stage, 

the music has a somewhat “speculative” character, because “the idea was to try to 

influence the listener through sounds, in a somewhat psychological or metaphysical 

way.”3 His second string quartet belongs to this period of his work.  Villalpando’s third 

stage has focused mostly on pieces based on literary works.  His studies with 

Dallapiccola inspired him to “find the nexus between literature and the musical world” 

and to stop writing music “in a purist sense—simply a combination of sonority 

relationships.” 4 

 In addition to writing symphonic works, which is his favorite genre,5 Villalpando 

has also produced film scores based on the traditional music of the Bolivian altiplano, or 

                                                 
1  Villalpando, interviews. 
 
2  Ibid. 

 
3  Ibid. 

 
4  Ibid.  

 
5  Ibid. 
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high plateau.  Among his works are Concertino Semplice, for flute and orchestra (1965); 

Cuatro Juegos Fantásticos, for clarinet, cello, and piano; his Preludio, Passaccaglia y 

Postludio, discussed in this treatise (winner of a Luz Mila Patiño Award in 1965); Del 

Amor, del Miedo y del Silencio, for piano and chamber orchestra (1967); and Danzas para 

una Imagen Perdida, a ballet (1970). 

 

 

Preludio, Passaccaglia y Postludio 

by Alberto Villalpando 

 

 The two string quartets written by Villalpando are not necessarily representative 

of the kind of music he composes today.6  He explains that the first string quartet is 

significant to him, since it is the work for which he won the first prize in the very first 

Luz Mila Patiño competition (1965).  His success in the competition was somewhat 

controversial at the time since he was not yet established as a composer, and the other 

work with which his quartet was competing was by the well-known composer, Gustavo 

Navarre.    

 The jury included Mario Estensoro,7 who had also recently returned to Bolivia 

after a long exile.   Estensoro was very moved by Villalpando’s piece, which is written 

in twelve-tone technique and represents the avant-garde movement of the 1960’s. 

Villalpando explains that Estensoro was the one member of the jury who pushed for 

awarding him the first prize.8 Naturally, people requested that the piece be performed.  

                                                 
6  Villalpando, interviews. 

 
7  Mario Estensoro was a well-established Bolivian pianist and composer.  Rivera de  

Stahlie, 233. 
 
8  Villalpando, interviews. 
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Therefore, a string quartet was formed, which apparently did a very poor performance 

of the work, and was able to play only the first movement.  To the audience’s surprise, 

the string quartet had to be conducted since it is rhythmically complex and includes 

numerous changes of meter. Villalpando recounts: 
 

[It] ended up being almost a caricature of what I had written.  After listening to 
something like this, it is understandable that the audience was perplexed and 
even surprised and shocked that such a piece could have won the first prize…I 
hope to one day have a real and correct interpretation and recording of this 
piece.9   

 The composer explains that the motivation for composing this quartet followed 

his success in writing a composition for orchestra, in which he used a different 

approach.  “This is the first piece with which I was successful in being able to reproduce 

sounds that I heard in my mind, without the aid of a keyboard.  With a larger ensemble 

one has many more possibilities for reproducing the sounds one hears in the mind.”10  

Villalpando thought “it would be a challenge to write a work for a chamber ensemble in 

the same manner, in which the sound possibilities are much more limited.” 11  It was 

this challenge that motivated him to write his first string quartet. 

 This was the third work that Villalpando had written without the aid of a 

keyboard, and what he was mainly concerned with were sonorities, timbres and “the 

possibility of finding something new...yet without relying upon effects that were so 

unconventional that musicians would feel uncomfortable.”  As an example, he provides 

this illustration:  
 

                                                 
9  Villalpando, interviews. 
 
10  Ibid. 
 
11  Ibid. 
 
 

19 
 



I had a friend who once asked a musician to play with the bow on the side of his 
bass, and the bass player refused to do it because it would ruin the varnish of his 
instrument...I do not do these types of things. 12  

  
While steering clear of such unconventional effects, Villalpando’s Preludio, 

Passaccaglia y Postludio provides interesting sounds and gestures nonetheless.  The first 

movement, entitled Preludio, focuses on varying tonal textures, with somewhat 

Impressionistic sonorities.  Dynamically, the first twelve measures have an arch-type 

structure, ppp-mf-pp.  Throughout this section (A), which is marked Calmo, Villalpando 

achieves different textures using muted tremolo, pizzicato (including left hand pizzicato), 

harmonics, col legno,13 and glissando. 

 

Example 1.  Textures found in section A. 

                                                 
12  Ibid. 
 
13  Col legno. (It.) “With the wood (of the bow).”  Joel Berman, Barbara Jackson, and Kenneth 

Sarch. The A.S.T.A. Dictionary of Bowing Terms For String Instruments. (Bloomington: Tichenor Publishing 

Group, 1987), 12. 
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In the B section, measures 13-15, additional textures are explored.  These include 

glissando harmonics, flautato, and gettato14 bow strokes.   

While many of the techniques employed by Villalpando throughout this work 

may be innovative for Bolivian classical music, they are a reflection of the influence of 

other Latin American and European composers.  For example, the glissando harmonics 

found beginning at measure 13 resemble harmonics employed in Alberto Ginastera’s 

String Quartet No. 1, written in 1954 (see the comparison in the following two 

examples). 

 

Example 2. Glissando harmonics in Villalpando. 

 

                                                 

 14  Gettato. (It.) “Thrown.”  Italian for jeté.  “A series of consecutive up or down-bow spiccato 

strokes, each of which originates at the same point on the bow.” Barbara Jackson, Joel Berman, and 

Kenneth Sarch. The A.S.T.A. Dictionary of Bowing Terms For String Instruments. (Bloomington: Tichenor 

Publishing Group, 1987), 22-23. 
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Example 3. Glissando harmonics in Ginastera. 

 

In section C, (measures 16-19), the dynamics reach fff for the very first time.  The 

textures in this section include the use of rapid quadruple-stop pizzicato, alternating 

with arco.  This is followed by a Bartók-style pizzicato15 in the first violin. 

                                                 
15  To lift the string in a vertical manner and allow it to snap against the fingerboard. 
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Example 4. Textures found in section C. 

Section C is followed by a return of section B (mm. 20-22), where the use of 

glissando harmonics and flautato and gettato bow strokes are once again employed.  

Section A returns at the Tempo Primo (m. 23) where Villalpando continues to the end of 

the movement with textures and dynamics very similar to the opening.  

Like the first movement, the Passaccaglia is also oriented towards texture.  In  
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addition to the effects used in the first movement, subito contrasting dynamics are 

 employed, which gives the texture more intensity.  An unusual, and perhaps not 

practical technique used in this movement, is the plucked artificial harmonics.   

 

Example 5. Plucked artificial harmonics. 

 

In measure 6, a dialogue is created through motivic answering between different 

voices with identical motives. 

 

Example 6. Motivic answering between voices. 

24 



 

Other techniques used by the composer are marked with special symbols and 

explained with instructions in footnotes in the score.   With the first symbol, ↓arco, 

Villalpando instructs the performer to prepare the bow in such a way that immediately 

before placing it on the string, a pizzicato of the same note should be played.  This 

notation occurs in each string part throughout the movement (see example of measure 

1).  Another symbol used is ↑ ↓, which instructs the player to play the sixteenth-notes 

pizzicato in a strumming manner. 

 

Example 7. Measure 1. 
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As in the first movement, Villalpando uses col legno in the Passaccaglia.  However, 

he uses the symbol col legno ////, and gives specific instructions in a second footnote as 

to how to execute it: the attack should be done with both the wood and the hair of the 

bow.  To obtain this effect, the performer simply tilts the bow until both touch the 

string.  In another col legno-like effect, the composer indicates battuto16 over a triplet in 

the viola part at measure 11.  This technique has been used earlier by other composers 

such as Bruno Maderna in his Quartetto per Archi in Due Tempi (1955) and Arnold 

Schoenberg, in his String Quartet No. 4, op. 37 (1939).  (See examples 8, 9 and 10). 

 

 

Example 8.  Battuto marking in Villalpando, measure 11. 

                                                 

16  Battuto (It.) “hit or tapped.” Barbara Jackson, Joel Berman, and Kenneth Sarch. The A.S.T.A. 

Dictionary of Bowing Terms for String Instruments. (Bloomington: Tichenor Publishing Group, 1987), 55. 
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Example 9. Battuto marking in Maderna, 2nd mvt. mm. 7-9.  

 

Example 10. Battuto marking in Schoenberg, 4th mvt., mm. 883-888. 
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Unlike the Preludio, in which the changes of dynamics and textures are gradual, 

those in the Passaccaglia are more abrupt.  Not only are subito contrasting dynamics 

used, but also abrupt changes of texture through extreme changes in bow strokes. The 

alternations between flautato, pesante, col legno and gettato in measures 17 and 18 are an 

example of this. 

 

Example 11.  Measures 16-20. 
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Postludio, the final movement, is based mainly on subito crescendi.  In measure 3, 

Villalpando writes an unmeasured section marked Senza Tempo with scale-type 

passages shared by all instruments, and dotted lines indicating entrances (see example 

12).  In this section, the sul ponticello marking (to play near the bridge) is introduced for 

the first time.  This effect is followed by a subito crescendo similar to the ones used in the 

opening measures of the movement.  

 

Example 12.  Measure 3. 

 

After a second section marked Senza Tempo, a new texture is created in measure 

11 through the use of grace notes and the marking alla tastiera (to play on the 

fingerboard).  In measure 13, Villalpando combines the previously employed gettato col 

legno bow strokes with an innovative effect in the cello part:  he indicates that the cellist 

should play con la mano, with a footnote explaining that one must tap the strings with 

the hand, next to the bridge (see example 13). 

29 



 

Example 13.  Con la mano, measure 13. 

 The con la mano effect is followed by yet another return of material from the 

opening two measures.  For the remainder of the movement, Villalpando repeats 

textures and techniques from the movement as a whole.  He combines these with a 

return of the abrupt texture and dynamic changes of the second movement and the 

subito crescendi from the opening of the movement.  Thus the movement and the quartet 

end, encompassing atmospheres from the entire composition.   

 Villalpando’s many effects and varied instructions in each section bear a striking 

similarity to the writing of his teacher Bruno Maderna, in Quartetto per Archi in Due 

Tempi.  Maderna wrote a quartet in which he seems to be looking for very specific 

sounds.  His music is detailed with an indication over almost every single note.  This 

preoccupation with specific sounds is found in Villalpando’s Preludio, Passaccaglia y 

Postludio as well.  This work also shares textural similarities with the quartet writing of 

Anton Webern.   
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 Villalpando’s advice to musicians who prepare this quartet is to keep an open 

mind.  He also notes the importance of hearing the piece as a whole, as all parts interact 

sharing motivic material and varied effects.  Individual parts often involve difficult 

intervallic jumps and awkward rhythms, which at first will be practiced individually. 

However, it is not until the piece is heard with all of its parts that musicians and 

listeners will enjoy it in its full capacity. 17   

 Given the tremendous difficulty of the quartet, it is not surprising that the 

musicians were able to perform only the first movement at the premiere.  The ensemble 

challenges themselves are daunting, and there are a number of bowing techniques that 

would take considerable time and skill to execute smoothly.  In short, this is an 

extremely challenging work that requires very accomplished musicians and substantial 

amounts of practice and effort to be performed.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
17  Ibid. Villalpando encourages musicians who want to play his music to listen to  

contemporary pieces. He speaks favorably of a composer who prepared musicians to play his work, 
which involved microtones, by providing a “synthesizer-produced recording of the composition for 
every member of the orchestra.” Apparently, the results at the first rehearsal were astonishing, because 
the musicians had already heard the intended sounds. 
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Biographical Information of Cergio Prudencio 

 Born in La Paz in 1955, Cergio Prudencio founded Bolivia’s Experimental 

Orchestra of Indigenous Instruments in 1980 and remains its director.  In connection 

with this work, he composes for ensembles comprised of native and Andean 

instruments, using contemporary compositional techniques.  His synthesis of academic 

music and indigenous instruments has its origins in hearing the Aymara Indians play 

the tarka1 in the Andean high plateau, or altiplano.  As he expresses it, “that sound [of the 

tarka] is so close to contemporary classical music.  That sound alone could generate by 

itself contemporary academic sonorities.”2   

 He sees himself as being in the center of two cultural forces of influence.  On the 

one hand, he is a classically-trained composer and conductor, and on the other, a 

creator of music influenced by his environment and its native cultures.  This has given a 

certain freedom to his work.  “Historically,” he says, “the composer in the Western 

tradition follows rules, always trying to control every aspect of music…form, rhythm, 

dynamics, etc.”  In contrast, Prudencio considers himself to be a liberator of sound.3 In 

his compositions, a sense of freedom is created through his use of indeterminacy, 

whether it is time or pitch related.  In general terms, he says, “time is not expressed in a 

linear way.  Instead, it is static time, which is more spatial than physical.”4 
                                                 

1  “A flute carved out of wood with a whistle-type mouthpiece and a small air hole… It sounds 
very primitive, soft and mellow with a rasp in the low range.” [Online] Available 
http://www.larkinam.com/MenComNet/Business/Retail/Larknet/Andes, June 2002. 

 
2  Prudencio, interviews.  
 
3  Ibid. 
 
4  Ibid. 
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 Prudencio majored in composition and orchestral conducting at the Bolivian 

Catholic University and has conducted the Youth Symphony Orchestra of Venezuela.  

His compositions include works for conventional ensembles, native Andean instrument 

ensembles, solo instruments and electroacoustics.  He is also a prolific composer of film 

scores, having written music for nearly 40 Bolivian art films.  In recent years, he has 

received commissions from festivals and ensembles in Austria, Switzerland, and 

Germany, including the Festival Donaüschinger Musiktage in 1999.  

 
 

Gestación, by Cergio Prudencio 
 

Prudencio has written only one string quartet, an early work completed in 1976 

when he was about to graduate from the Bolivian Catholic University in La Paz.  

Nevertheless, after experimenting for so many years with native instruments, he has 

regained an interest in writing music for string quartet and for other Western 

instruments. 

With regards to Gestación, Prudencio was influenced by a program of 

contemporary works performed by a visiting Brazilian string quartet.  He remembers 

being inspired and motivated by their playing, which was extremely free and filled 

with sonorities that were new to him.  The main influence was this “permission of 

feeling free, if you will…” that Prudencio derived from listening to the performance.5   

Although it is not a mature composition, Prudencio considers Gestación a valid 

work with which he still identifies.  He believes strongly that “freedom and impulse” 

                                                 
5  Prudencio, interviews. 
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are indispensable factors in the creation of music.  Even though his style has changed 

over the years, Prudencio believes that his string quartet is still a representative work, 

precisely because of its attributes of “freedom and impulse.”6 

As he looks back at this twenty-six year old work, Prudencio sees a style that 

contains seeds of his current method of composition.  He also sees influences of Alberto 

Villalpando, with whom he studied.  “Villalpando’s influence is perhaps not in terms of 

style necessarily, but more in the opening of the mind.”7 

Gestación has been performed and recorded in Quito, Ecuador, by members of 

the Ecuadorian National Symphony, conducted by Alvaro Manzano. 

The work is in five movements without titles, simply numbered one through five 

(I-V).  The freedom of Gestación stands in stark contrast to Villalpando’s quartet, in 

which control is a primary factor.  The composer considers this work to be an “avant-

garde piece with aleatoric moments.”8  Regarding the forms of each section he explains, 

  

[The] forms are free and the movements brief.  Each movement is based on a 
musical theme, which is exposed and then briefly developed in a very 
concentrated manner.  This development, however, is not done as it is in a sonata 
form.  Rather, it is spatial, more in a block than in a line.  One movement is based 
on tremolo effects.  Another movement is based upon fast moving motifs and 
another is based on very slow figures.9 

                                                 
6  Ibid. 
 
7  Ibid. 

 
8  Prudencio, interviews. 
 
9  Ibid. 
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According to Prudencio, the development of the brief ideas is often based on the 

use of varying rhythms, articulations or effects, while the same pitches are repeated.  

Also, augmentation or diminution of the motives is used as a technique.  

Because of its free writing, Prudencio has specific suggestions on how to 

approach his quartet.  “First of all, each player should perform from the full score in 

order to be fully aware of what is happening in the other parts.”10  Throughout the work 

there are durations that are marked in seconds ( “), and he advises that one should keep 

in mind that these are only approximate.  

The composer begins the first movement with a section of indeterminacy.  Sound 

effects include artificial harmonics (both static and in glissando), short staccato 

articulations, tremolo, sul ponticello, and the free repetition of short and fast moving 

motives.  Prudencio instructs that the notation of a rhythmic pattern followed by a line 

means that the rhythmic pattern should be repeated continuously throughout the 

duration of the line.  It should be noted that other composers wrote string quartets 

using similar techniques several years earlier, including Krzysztof Penderecki in his 

Quartetto per Archi written in 1960 (see examples 14 and 15).  

                                                 
10  Ibid. 
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Example 14. Prudencio’s glissando artificial harmonics section,  
written in a free style. 

   

 

Example 15.  Penderecki’s Quartetto per Archi, opening. 
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Shortly after rehearsal letter B, Prudencio gives a metronome marking and uses 

standard notation.  The upper three voices play short notes marked legno11, which 

change to tremolo figures written in a syncopated manner.  Underneath, the cello 

continues to sustain an artificial harmonic drone, which is occasionally interrupted by 

quarter-notes.  Some of the quarter-notes are marked legno while others are plucked 

artificial harmonics.  (This impractical effect has also been utilized by Villalpando in his 

Preludio, Passaccaglia, y Postludio.)  One measure after rehearsal letter C, Prudencio again 

writes in a very free manner.  The upper three voices have chromatic tremolo figures 

over an artificial harmonic drone in the cello.  The movement closes with artificial 

harmonics in each voice.  

The entire second movement is rhythmically free, and to a certain extent, pitches 

are free as well.  Prudencio indicates that the durations at rehearsal letter A--1, 2 and 3 

in this movement should proportionally influence the internal durations at rehearsal 

letters B, C, D, E and G (see example 15 on the next page).  Prudencio utilizes 

combinations of trills, sfz attacks, and glissandi as the principal materials of this 

movement. 

                                                 
11  Legno (It.) “Wood (of the bow).” Joel Berman, Barbara Jackson, and Kenneth Sarch. The A.S.T.A. 

Dictionary of Bowing Terms For String Instruments. (Bloomington: Tichenor Publishing Group, 1987), 24. 
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Example 16.  Durations in the second movement. 

 

The third movement, marked Calmo, is a tranquil movement in which “a sense of 

inertia is generated towards the end.”12  The opening section introduces double-stops, in 

the first violin.  In the brief development section, Prudencio uses grace notes that occur 

                                                 
12  Ibid. 
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against a constant drone, while at the same time increasing the tempo from the very 

slow (lento) to a fast (rapido) pace, and returning to the initial lento (see example 17).  

 

Example 17.  Grace notes. 

 

In the fourth movement, the upper three voices move freely, while the cello part 

has an ostinato rhythm using left-hand pizzicato against a bowed drone.  This effect 

continues throughout the movement.  At rehearsal letter B, Prudencio introduces two 

new effects:  col legno used at the same time as harmonics.  One should note that such a 

combination (col legno and artificial harmonics) is not easily executed (see example 18).  
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The second effect involves the use of two contrasting styles of pizzicato, alternating 

between strumming the chords and plucking each note of the chord individually (the 

instruments should be held in a guitar-like position). 

 

 

Example 18.  Artificial harmonics marked legno. 

 

Example 19.  Alternating pizzicato. 
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The fifth movement begins with a nine-measure introduction that is deliberate 

both in rhythm and pitch (quarter note=60).  The upper three voices play sustained 

notes over pizzicato quarter notes in the cello part.  At rehearsal letter A, the middle 

section, Prudencio returns briefly to the free style in which entrances are approximately 

measured in seconds.  Again, he uses trills and crescendi as a means of variation.  

 

Example 20.  Aleatoric style. 

 

The movement continues with a section similar to the opening, but with accented eighth-

notes tied to the sustained notes, giving the section a syncopated feel.  At rehearsal letter B 

(Rápido), the texture changes and fast arpeggiated figures are used in all instruments. This is 

followed by a nine-measure slower paced section in which portamento is used in the three upper 

strings while the bass line is pizzicato with accents, similar to the opening of the movement.   
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The last segment of the movement, letter C, starts with a free repeated figure in all voices 

(measured in seconds).  Each player is to take a different, yet brisk, tempo leading to the last four 

closing measures of the quartet.  

 

Example 21. Freely repeated figure. 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

42 



Biographical  Information of Gastón Arce Sejas 

 Gastón Arce was born in La Paz on December 25, 1963.  In 1983, he began formal 

studies at the Facultad de Bellas Artes de la Universidad Nacional de la Plata in Argentina, 

where he studied with Mariano Etkin.  In 1991, Arce was appointed Professor of 

Composition at the National Conservatory of Music in La Paz.  Until 1998, he was also a 

member of the faculty at the Universidad Evangélica Boliviana, where he served as 

Director of the Music Department.  Trained as a conductor as well as a composer, Arce 

conducted the National Conservatory Contemporary Ensemble between 1992 and 1994.  

In 1996, he worked under composers Francisco Kroepfl and Julio Viera at the 

Laboratory for Musical Investigation and Production at the Recoleta Cultural Center in 

Buenos Aires, Argentina.  Currently, he is Director of the Department of Music at 

Loyola University in La Paz and Professor of Music Education at the “Mariscal Braun” 

German school.   

 Arce‘s oeuvre encompasses many genres, including orchestral, solo, choral and 

chamber works.  Additionally, he has written for native instrument ensembles.  He has 

been recognized with many awards, including the second and third prizes in the 

Adrian Patiño municipal competition in 1994, and the first prize for his Violin Sonata in 

the “XXIX Concurso de Composición de Promociones Musicales” in 1995.  In 1999, the Junior 

Chamber of Bolivia presented him with the “Young Outstanding Personality in Bolivian 

Culture” award.  A composer of international reputation, Arce has had premieres in 

Bolivia, Argentina, Cuba, the United States, and Canada, and his works are performed 

with regularity in his native Bolivia.  Along with other compositions, both of his string 

quartets have been recorded.  Recent commissions for Arce include works for musicians 

and institutions in Spain, Belgium, and Australia. 
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Una Evocación Andína, Op. 7, no. 1 by Gastón Arce Sejas 

 

 Arce’s first string quartet is entitled Una Evocación Andina, Op. 7, No. 1, and the 

second, El Habitáculo del Niño, Op. 20, No. 2.  He has also composed an early short piece, 

Pieza para Cuerdas, Op. 2 for string quartet.  Arce considers his compositional career to 

have three stages thus far.  The first stage reflects his exploration of modern 

compositional trends; particularly those exemplified in the avant-garde styles of 

Stockhausen, Boulez, and Xenakis, which were so popular in the 50’s, 60’s and 70’s.1  As 

a student he listened to the music of these icons, and in his works experimented with 

those styles.  In his second stage, he was influenced by Stravinsky.  “One may even say 

that I might have used some of his gestures, as well as those of Ligeti, who composed in 

different layers of micro-polyphony.”2 Arce describes his third and current period (1996 

to the present), as a period of great freedom.   
 

Today, I don’t have any qualms about writing a completely tonal piece, as I had 
when I was a student.  (When I was a student, I would discard what I would 
now consider wonderful ideas, simply because they were tonal).  Now, I believe 
that I have matured and see things more simply.  I will use what I need to use, 
whether it is tonal or not, in order to create my music.3     

 Even though Una Evocación Andina was written during his second period, Arce 

would probably classify it as belonging to his third period based on the style in which it 

was written (tonal, with folk influences).  This is likely due to the fact that the piece was 

commissioned by one of the most famous string quartets at that time in Argentina, the 

                                                 
1  Arce, interviews. 
 
2  Ibid. 
 
3  Ibid. 
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Cuarteto Almerare.4  Regarding the commission, Arce explains: 
 

I used to study viola with the violist of that ensemble.  During one of their tours 
in Latin America, they were going to stop in Bolivia, so they commissioned a 
piece that would be well-suited to play in their host Andean country.  However, 
due to financial changes to their tour, the Cuarteto Almerare did not stop in 
Bolivia, and therefore did not premiere the piece.5   

 As far as Arce knows, they never performed it.6 Written under these 

circumstances, Una Evocación Andína is quite a contrast to other compositions that Arce 

was writing at that time that were influenced by avant-garde elements such as 

Stockhausen’s electronic music.  With a title that reflects the intention of “remembering 

my native land,” this early work is rather conservative and contains Andean folk 

elements.  Arce does not consider the quartet a mature work, but views its 

compositional style as intuitive rather than rational:  
 

Looking in retrospect, as I see this string quartet I am somewhat surprised that 
there was quite a bit of intuition while writing this work.  It was not a piece 
written with the full rational approach of a mature composer.  This is the kind of 
thing that one can only see after you have been distanced from the piece and 
some time has passed.7 

 In reality, this quartet shows more of Arce’s current style, and he realizes he has 

come full circle.   

 Gastón Arce has never denied the potential of using the resources of Bolivia’s 

                                                 
4  According to Arce, the Cuarteto Almerare performed the entire Beethoven cycle in many Latin 

American and European countries.  They have also recorded and premiered a number of Latin American 
works.  The group consists of three Almerare brothers and Guillermo Jacubobitz. They reside in the city 
of La Plata. 

 
5  Arce, interviews. 
 
6  The Una Evocación Andina was premiered in Midland, Texas by the Lindsayan String Quartet in 

November 1998.  It was later recorded as part of the CD, Bolivia: The Unknown Sounds, released in May 
1999.  

 
7  Arce, interviews. 
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folk music.  Nevertheless, he believes it is very important to state that when he uses folk 

material, he does not do it to deliberately identify his music with the Bolivian Andean 

culture, simply because he is Bolivian.  Rather, he uses folk elements because he finds 

those sonorities interesting.  In this quartet his sources of inspiration were the 

characteristics of Andean music:  
 

…such as my use of the interval of the minor third, which is typical of Andean 
music.  Also, in the Danza Lunar, I believe I capture the spirit of the Andean 
dances, with their binary rhythms.  In the Canon, I use rhythms typical of the 
huayño.8 

 Arce feels that the interpreters of this work would not need much of his input.  

“If you follow exactly what I put in the score, the piece plays itself.”9  However, he says 

there can be two interpretations:  “One interpretation would be absolutely faithful to 

the score, with all the dynamics and rhythms just as the score calls for.  The other way 

to look at the work is through the lens of a romanticist, which might somehow make the 

end product different.”10 

 The first movement, titled Preludio, is brief and very similar to the final 

movement.  Both incorporate use of the minor third.  From a performer’s perspective, 

this is not a difficult movement.  However, it is important that the lower three voices 

have a good blend in the tremolo in measure 2, as well as arriving at measure 3 

together. 

                                                 
8  Ibid. 
 
9  Ibid. 

 

10  Ibid. 
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Example 22. Minor thirds. 

 

 The second movement is entitled Canon and includes a five-measure theme that 

is first introduced in the viola.  This theme incorporates huayño rhythms.11  The eighth-

notes in the canon theme should be played in a short and articulated manner.  

Essentially a three-voice canon, this movement only includes the cello voice in the last 

five measures.  

                                                 
11  “The huayño is a two-step dance of indigenous origin characterized by syncopated  

pentatonic melodies.” Pinell, 49. 
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Example 23.  Five-measure theme in the viola, including syncopated huayño rhythms. 

 

 The third movement, titled Interludio, is slow and lyrical.  Divided into four 

sections (ABCA), the whole movement is muted.  The B section uses left-hand tremolo in 

the lower three voices to set up an atmosphere of calm for the entrance of the first 

violin.  This section closes with intensified tremolo in combination with sul ponticello.  

The brief yet contrasting C section includes lush sonorities and major thirds.  The A 

sections are scored for second violin, viola, and cello, with the first violin returning at 

the final end of the A section.  Heard for the first time in the quartet, artificial harmonics 

close the movement.  The textures and tonal harmonies in this movement are Romantic 

sounding and they stand in stark contrast with the work’s other movements.   
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Example 24.  Left-hand tremolo in section B. 

 

 

 

 

Example 25. Artificial harmonics at the end of Interludio. 

 

 Danza Lunar, the fourth movement, is a rustic, driving dance.  The title translates 

as “Moon Dance,” which is evocative of ritual dances from the pre-Columbian tradition.  

According to Arce, it is very important to emphasize all of the accents, especially at the 

beginning in the viola and cello parts.  The effect should convey a primitive sound. 
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Arce notes that there are some Bartókian influences in this movement12 such as the 

pizzicato in measure 128 and the off-beat accents at the opening in the viola part (see 

examples 26 and 27). 

 

 

Example 26.  Pizzicato in measure 128. 

 

 

Example 27.  Accents in viola part at the opening. 

                                                 
12  Arce, interviews. 
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 In a cyclical manner, the Postludio marks the return of the themes of the 

first movement, with slight variations.  Arce incorporates the use of artificial harmonics, 

and marks sul tasto in all four voices to close the work.  The movements of this quartet 

are brief, yet each creates an atmosphere evoking elements of the composer’s Andean 

folk culture. 
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CONCLUSION 

 

 Bolivia’s new generation of composers has made great strides in modernizing 

their musical styles, and the resultant output for string quartet is the beneficiary of this 

artistic sophistication.  Although limited, there is a new repertoire of Bolivian string 

quartets available to musicians and researchers.  While Bolivia’s music may still be 

lagging thirty years behind Western compositional trends, this is insignificant in terms 

of playability and value to concert programmers, given that the quartets described in 

this treatise are worthwhile compositions. 

 Alberto Villalpando’s Preludio, Passaccaglia, y Postludio, written in 1963, is a 

complex piece that offers considerable challenges for the performers.  The work is 

texture-oriented, with such contrasting effects as flautato, gettato, and artificial 

harmonics, to name a few.  This quartet, which won Bolivia’s most prestigious 

composition award in 1965, has never been performed in its entirety.  

 Cergio Prudencio’s string quartet “Gestación” (1976), introduces aleatoric 

elements through its free style of writing.  A very brief piece, it features repetitions of 

small motifs in a free manner, while combining them with a variety of sound effects.  

Performed and recorded by members of the National Symphony of Ecuador, it still 

lacks a wide audience.  

 Finally, Gastón Arce’s String Quartet No. 1, “Una Evocación Andina,” (1988: 

revised 1996) is the most widely performed and professionally recorded Bolivian string 

quartet.  Having received its world premiere in the United States (1998) and  

 

52 



subsequently recorded by the Lindsayan String Quartet (1999), this piece features 

stylistic tendencies ranging from neo-Romantic to Bartók-inspired.1    

 It is the writer’s hope that this treatise will bring further critical attention to the 

chamber music of Bolivian composers whose contributions to this genre have been 

neglected far too long.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1  Arce, interviews. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

 During fieldwork in Bolivia, a fourth composer was interviewed, Oldrich Halas.  

An already well-established Bolivian composer, he is currently in the process of 

completing a work for string quartet.  Even though the author hoped that Halas’ piece 

would be finished by the time this treatise was completed, he was unable to do so.  

Nevertheless, included in this appendix is the information gathered during those 

interviews, which reflect a promising work.  The author feels confident that future 

musicologists or scholars will do further research on this composition. 
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Biographical Information of Oldrich Halas 

 

 Oldrich Halas was born in La Paz.  His mother is from Potosí and his father from 

the Czech Republic.  Initially self-taught, Halas, as a child, experimented with his 

father’s violin and sitar.  He composed melodies for the sitar and invented his own 

system of musical notation, which in retrospect, he realizes, “was probably much more 

complex than the standard notation.” 2  These early efforts led to his debut as a 

composer, which came at age 17 in a concert he shared with Alberto Villalpando and 

William Pozadas.3  In 1987 he traveled to the German Federal Republic to study at the 

Pfälzische Musik Akademie Speyer (Espira-Renania Palatinado) and later studied 

composition at the Musikhochschule Karlsruhe with T. Ladner, H.J. Griesbach and W. 

Riehm, where he successfully finished his advanced studies in 1993.  

 Among highlights of Oldrich Halas’ career are various international premieres.  

Notable examples include his woodwind quintet Op. 12, performed by the 

Czechoslovakian ensemble Musica per Cinque in the city of Prague and his Toccata, Op. 

14, for cello, which received its premiere in a performance by Jean Halsdorf in 

Luxembourg.  His Prelude for a Story, Op. 11, was performed by the Ligneolus Trio in 

Germany and his Requiem for the Amazon Jungle, Op. 10, received its premiere in 

Coimbra-Portugal by the Camerata Vocale. 

 In 1998 he was awarded the first prize in Bolivia’s National Piano Works 

Competition for Children (Maria Teresa Rivera se Stahlie) in Cochabamba with the piece, 

Album for a Native Mouse Op. 20.  He also won the silver medal during Bolivia’s Fifth 

International Festival of Culture in Potosí.  He maintains an active international career 

                                                 
2  Halas, interviews. 
 
3  William Pozadas is a composer and musician residing in La Paz, Bolivia. 
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and serves as a guest member of the Renania Palatinado Musikabteilung library 

(Landes Bibliothek Speyer) in Germany. 

 

Bagatelas Bolivianas, by Oldrich Halas 

 

 Halas wrote three short early works for string quartet and has transcribed a few 

pieces that were originally written for other instruments.  (These transcriptions 

exemplify his belief that music does not necessarily have to be written with a particular 

timbre or instrument in mind.)  Halas considers himself influenced more by a 

movement or a school of thought than by any particular style.  This was most obvious 

to him after studying in Germany under a very structured method of teaching, which 

he feels reflects the German way of thinking.  This training enhanced and intensified his 

longing for compositional freedom.  Therefore, he identified himself with the ideology 

of a new movement called “new consonant music,”4 which Halas states “started in 

France and is expanding itself around the world and represents more my generation.”5  

 Bagatelas Bolivianas is part of a cycle based on Bolivian folk material.  One could 

say that the cycle is his way of seeing Bolivian culture in relation to the rest of the 

world.    
 

What this means is seeing we Bolivians as a mestizo culture.  I realize that unlike 
Hungary and the research conducted by Bartók, compiling and transcribing folk 
melodies of a single culture, it is the very mixture of Andean and Spanish 
European elements that constitutes the essence of today’s Bolivian music.  This 
mixture of cultures that started over five hundred years ago is a continuing 
phenomenon which needs to be studied since it has much to do with our urban 

                                                 
4  For more information go online to http://www.avk.org/ncm/index2.html. 

 
5  Halas, interview. 
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culture today.  So it is my intention to represent this element in my Bagatelas 
Bolivianas.  However, my intention has not been to simply write Bolivian 
“musical postcards,” but rather a more significant work which would be an 
actual contribution to the repertoire.6   

 Halas feels that this particular work is indeed representative of his style.  It is a 

composition in progress with Bolivian folk elements that developed over a long period 

of time.   

 Halas feels that first of all, he needed a long time to develop internally as a 

composer before beginning to use Bolivian folk material in his compositions.  And by 

this he means not as an influence, but rather as a basis for the work.  To be more 

specific, the Bagatelas Bolivianas are based on urban folk dance melodies such as the 

waka-waka.7  A single movement work, the piece is not structured based on a pre-

conceived form, which the composer considers very limiting.  Instead, it is a rather free 

way of writing in which the structure of the piece will “self-define” as the thematic 

materials are developed.8  Furthermore, “modern music tends to focus more on the 

timbre and the acoustical aspect of music, and it is precisely that which the listener 

perceives first.”9  In order to distinguish a structural form, one would often have to 

listen to a composition several times.  Therefore Halas asks, “Why is it that in 

contemporary music the acoustical aspect has been so radically developed and not the 

 

                                                 
6  Halas,  interview. 
 
7  Waka means cow, or bull in Quechua. The Waka-Waka is a dance combining the colonial element 

of the Spanish conquistadors’ bullfight with the tradition of the multi-pollera (multi-layered skirts) clad 
milkmaid who can still be found walking their cows from door to door selling fresh milk. [Online] 
http://www.grolsons.com/ibmusic/ibln.html Available June 2002. 

  
8  Halas interview. 
 
9  Ibid. 
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 forms?”10  It is not uncommon to hear the most avant-garde music written in absolutely 

simple forms, such as the chaconne or passacaglia.  Halas believes it is almost a 

contradiction to have revolutionary qualities in one aspect of a work while there are 

“archaic” qualities in another.11  

 One of the composers Oldrich Halas admires who broke away from the concept 

of using pre-conceived forms is Claude Debussy.  Halas recounts reading a description 

of Debussy’s music, stating that he “discovered the pastel colors in music.”  Halas 

believes that this is due not only to timbres, but structure (or lack thereof), as well.   

 With regards to the interpretation of Bagatelas Bolivianas, Halas would advise 

performers to listen to an authentic waka-waka, so that they understand the origins of 

this composition.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
10  Ibid. 

 
11  Ibid. 
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APPENDIX C 

SCORES 
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