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ABSTRACT 

This thesis is about musicians in the city of La Paz, Bolivia, and how they pursue professional 

careers through the performance of a diverse range of musics in a wide range of settings. The 

subjects of this research are mostly classically trained, highly accomplished performers, and 

many hold positions in Bolivia’s National Symphony Orchestra or at the National Conservatory. 

Many of them also perform in a wide variety of other musical contexts, including as members of 

jazz, cumbia, folkloric, and popular music groups. Additionally, many also work in other jobs to 

make a living. My primary research question was to ask why classical musicians in La Paz 

perform such a wide diversity of musical genres and styles compared to their counterparts in, for 

example, the United States, as well as why they situate themselves in multiple roles within the 

local music industry and other industries. I hypothesize that the answer to this question has 

different scenarios: first, that their career choices are also primarily driven by necessity, since it 

is virtually impossible to make one’s livelihood in Bolivia by playing classical music 

exclusively; second, that their musical plurality is in part a product of the fact that these 

musicians also enjoy performing in many different styles, settings, and roles; third, that the 

musicians’ lifestyle is a product of a system that has long been in place and is now ingrained and 

coherent as a modus operandi of musicians in La Paz; and finally, that through acting in different 

musical roles and contexts, musicians in La Paz intentionally embody and perform a type of 

musical identity that is uniquely syncretic, neither Western nor Andean but rather a product of 

encounter and dialogue between these and the other nodes of musical personhood of which they 

are comprised.  

Keywords: classically trained musician, artistry, identity, work, education  
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 
“The ‘unconscious’ is never anything other than the forgetting of history which history itself 

produces by incorporating the objective structures it produces in the second natures of 

habitus.”1  

I: I studied at the National Conservatory of Music in La Paz, Bolivia and even though all the 

music I studied is from the Western musical traditions, I have also gotten gigs in salsa, jazz, 

tango, classical Indian music, Irish music, Bolivian folklore, as well as some projects that 

combine these styles, what is called classical, tropical, folklore, world, and modern music. 
 

V: Can you define your musical identity? 
 

I: I do not think I have a specific style of music I can identify with. I have studied to perform 

“classical music” and I have dedicated more time to Baroque, Classical, and Romantic styles of 

music for the symphonic orchestra repertoire, but I also grew to love, appreciate and perform 

other kinds of music making.  
 

V: What musical style provides for more income? 
 

I: It varies. I am not only a performer, I also make my living in different ways, so depending on 

the gig I just wear different hats... 
 

V: Different hats? What other ways are there to make a living in La Paz? 
 

I: In music? Performing, teaching, managing/organizing and selling instruments, etc. It is just 

not possible to get a full-time job in only one specific thing and make the ends meet, especially 

at a performance gig, at least when I grew up. Today, I can see more musicians and musical 

movements in the city and more demand as well, so maybe the industry is moving somewhere 

different, perhaps to something specific but I could not really tell… I have gotten payed for 

teaching at the conservatory and privately, I have also gotten paid to play with the National 

Symphony Orchestra, to perform at weddings, clubs, bars, theaters, to record for CDs, with 

different kinds of music and groups from classical all the way to the more unconventional ones. 

I just need to have my instrument ready, and some willingness to deal with each scenario 

culturally…  
 

V: What do you mean by being ready? 
 

I: I just think that with each style of music there is some culture, like, I cannot expect popular 

musicians to be on time, and to plan/prepare a rehearsal, I just need to know I will most likely 

chat first, and make sure they know I need to leave soon, so that we “run” things, etc. Every 

music practice has a way and place to do it… I just need to be flexible to accommodate the 

differences…2 

                                                 
1 Pierre Bourdieu. Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge, U.K.: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 78-79. 
2 Interview with author, April 2018. 
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Purpose and Significance 

Traveling to La Paz, Bolivia lifts my spirit; it is home and no matter how many times I go 

back and forth, it is always a special journey to rediscover the place, the people and myself 

again, and again. Performing with my very passionate musician friends is among the many 

special moments I look forward to, we play a variety of genres in different settings and our way 

of doing music is very special. I like getting together also because we talk about music making, 

how to better our performance skills, and how to better contribute to society; topics we tend to 

discuss often when getting together and sharing the musical experiences of the different places 

we have lived. Over the course of these many conversations, I noticed that their stories were very 

different than those musicians I encountered in my studies in the U.S. They had similarities 

among themselves but compared to musicians here, their understanding of music making was 

different.  

In July of 2017, I made a different trip; I wanted to document what it is like to be a 

musician in La Paz, how musicians make a living, the beauty and the struggles, and to write 

down these amazing conversations we have among musicians. This thesis is a result of this 

experience. It is also an account of my journey to discover my own identity through my 

interaction with music making in the city, first as an insider when growing up, and later as an 

outsider after leaving the country in my multiple trips back from the U.S.  It contains viewpoints 

and stories woven into the cultural fabric of the city by these classically trained musicians who 

creatively engage in a “freestyle” way of music making and living. 

Many of these musician friends share similar upbringings, including having studied in the 

afterschool music program at the conservatory and bringing to those studies and their art 

generally a great passion for music making. Most chose to pursue a professional career in music 
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in between the ages of 22 and 25, the prevailing economic currents against such a decision 

notwithstanding. My life, too, followed that pattern, but not all of my peers had access to 

everything I had being brought up in a privileged, middle-class household. Our various paths 

have differed in other ways as well. Many in my cohort began their musical training at a later age 

than I did or have had to fight cultural stereotypes that equate being a musician with being a 

“bohemian.” Some ultimately decided not to pursue this “hobby,” and while continuing their 

musical training, they also prepared for a more “lucrative” career. The repercussions of this way 

of thinking about music as a career causes musicians in La Paz to face a dilemma; the 

confrontation between their desire to make music, and their need to make a living.  

In the following, I present a wide and diverse group of musicians of different ages, 

genders, general music circumstances, and places of birth working in La Paz, Bolivia today. I  

use their voices to depict the different roles performed by musicians in the community to make a 

living.For example: 1) Diana Acero is a singer of opera, bossa nova, musicals, and chamber 

choir music, as well as an architect and a teacher; 2) Ronald Mendoza is a violist, trombonist, 

folk instrumentalist, and manager of a cumbia group; 3) Gaston Arce is a  composer, director, 

educator, and dean of music studies at a university,4) Hector Osaki is a guitarist, teacher, 

accompanist, entrepreneur, and father of three; finally 5) Christian Asturizaga3 is a violinist, 

composer, arranger, manager, economist, and teacher. All have in common employment by the 

National Symphony Orchestra of Bolivia (OSNB) and/or the Plurinational Conservatory of 

Music (CPM), these institutions serving as their primary spaces of musical performance and 

other musical activities and as major incubators of musical happenings in La Paz.  

                                                 
3 Christian Asturizaga is my brother. We have performed togeher and have had lengthy conversations about 

musicians in Bolivia.  
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I also explore how their living conditions have defined their respective musical paths, and 

turn them into what they are today as performers highlighting their entrepreneurial endeavors 

and success. I include in my study musicians who are not currently performing in the OSNB, but 

who were a part of it at some point, as well as non-musicians who have close relationships with 

the orchestra as followers, friends, or current or past supporting staff, such as lawyers, sound 

engineers, actors, family members, and friends. Therefore, the primary purpose of this study is to 

explore how classically trained musicians in the city of La Paz, Bolivia, pursue professional 

careers through the performance of a diverse range of music in a wide range of settings. The 

central question is why these musicians perform in such a wide variety of roles, musical genres, 

and styles. I hypothesize that there are multiple answers to this question: 1) their career choices 

are driven largely by necessity, 2) they enjoy performing in many different styles, settings, and 

roles, 3) their lifestyle is a product of an ingrained and coherent system, a modus operandi of 

musicians in La Paz, 4) through acting in different musical roles and contexts, musicians in La 

Paz intentionally embody and perform a type of musical identity.  

Since music creates and reflects social conditions and can also alter social consciousness, 

the significance of this study is the insight into social and cultural phenomena in La Paz. Many 

of these stories have never been told, so they can contribute to the body of knowledge that could 

help shape music education curricula, not only in Bolivia but elsewhere too. The social reality of 

the life of musicians in La Paz can raise awareness of the social situation of classically trained 

musicians in other places. This study also provides insight into the music industry in La Paz.   

Theoretical Approach 

The framework for my study of La Paz musicians is derived from musicology, 

ethnomusicology, anthropology, sociology, cultural theory, urbanism, and economics. The thesis 
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is divided into four central chapters: Territorios, La Paz Soundscape, Capital, and Habitus. These 

sections were created based on Pierre Bourdieu’s notions of cultural practice defined in 

Distinction: A Social Critique of The Judgement of Taste. The data that Bourdieu utilizes in this 

work points to taste, education, and capital. Bourdieu investigates and analyzes citizens’ taste in 

a study done in Paris in 1963 and additional studies through the late sixties. His questionnairie 

included questions about the popular preference for not only musical works but also art, film, 

food and fashion. Based on these responses, he explains the way in which “taste” correlates with 

education and class. The responses and analysis of this ethnographic work were oddly similar to 

some responses I had from musicians in La Paz. Because of this, my analysis draws conections 

between the two cities in terms of how circumstances are limited by class mobility, as well as 

how the curricula of the Conservatory in La Paz attempts to mimic the Paris Conservatory style 

of music studying and making which made an interesting fit for this thesis.  

Bourdieu’s main formula to understand “lifestyle” is [(habitus)(capital)] + field = 

practice.4 This thesis utilizes this formula to illustrate the complexity of social reality in the 

musical culture of La Paz Bourdieu’s notions of habitus, field (territorios in my Spanish 

translation), and kinds of capital collectively form a framework from which to advance the 

descriptions of the subjects of this study, as well as analyze the intricate relations La Paz 

musicians have with each other, and with their society. 5 These central chapters will contain other 

sources as tools to aid the further discussion of different elements that these concepts entail, 

along with viewpoints and stories woven into narration by the musicians.  

                                                 
4 Bourdieu, Pierre. Outline of a Theory of Practice. 1977:101. 
5 Habitus, seen as inculcation and appropriation, is the production of an internalized commonsense worldview 

by the reinforcement from individual or collective of improvised or programmed experiences that creates a system 

of dispositions, such as a matrix of perceptions, assessments, and actions (Bourdieu, 1977:79-85). “Habitus thus 

implies a ‘sense of one's place’ but also a ‘sense of the place of others’" (Bourdieu, 1989:19); “Field,” here, is a 

network of historical and current relations, or objective positions in relation to capital, this can be a social or a 

geographical space; “Capital” means economic, cultural, social, and symbolic capital. 
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I approach these larger themes of habitus, fields, and capital by examining each one in 

relation to other theories. First, by examining habitus, I hope to understand the patterns of the 

musicians’ practices and their discourses. I attempt to do so with the help of two studies: 1) The 

Play of Tropes by James Fernandez, and 2) Technologies of the Self, by Michel Foucault. The 

idea of the “play of tropes” allowed me to further understand my informants’ voices using the 

perspective created by metonyms and metaphors. At the same time, I approach the musicians’ 

accounts utilizing the “technologies” concept of Foucault to examine what lies beneath the 

construction of their self image.  

To comprehend habitus, it is essential to identify the space where habitus is created 

taking into consideration historical, sociological, ethnomusicological, urbanist, and 

anthropological accounts. These include works by historians Walter  Sanchez, Piotr Nawrot, 

Cheris Banks, and Gabriel Kuensly, ethnomusicologist Fernando Rios, anthropologist Michelle 

Bigheno, and sociologist Mauricio Sanchez. After presenting habitus and territorios (fields), I 

will explore capital, through four kinds of capital described by Bourdieu: cultural, social, and 

economic. In explaining capital, I will rely on the social capital theory of Nan Lin, a cultural 

capital tension first described by Charles Seeger in his analysis of the role of amateurs versus 

professionals in a community, followed by Phillip Nelson’s and Jeff Packman’s discussion of the 

musicians’ versatility and the case of musicians in Brazil who work in a similar classical music 

culture. 

In addition, I will examine the role of musical values in the music industry through the 

lens of works of Jacques Attali, and Timoty Taylor. The concept of symbolic capital was first 

developed by Bourdieu and explained as the value gained by honor, degree, and reputation. I will 

close this theoretical approach by discussing economic capital. This section was informed by the 
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concept developed by economist and OSNB musician Christian Asturizaga, “El Embrujo de la 

Musa”6 which depicts the economic situation musicians as being haunted by the music muse in 

La Paz.  

Methodology 

I explore the complex mixture of artistic and economic incentives in the professional 

choices of these musicians through an ethnographic study based on extensive audio-recorded 

interviews. My methods of participant-observation included performances in which I played with 

these musicians (rehearsals and concerts) and reflections on memories of past performances. 

Additionally, since I am from Bolivia, and have performed with the OSNB intermittently over 

the course of the past two decades, I have strong connections with the individuals who served as 

my principal ethnographic informants. Thus, through both the transcripts of the interviews 

themselves and ethnographic observation of musicians performing with the Symphony and in 

other contexts, along with participant-observation methods in some instances (which have often 

involved me performing with these musicians), I have created a multidimensional, 

ethnomusicological study of the rich musical culture of professional musicians in La Paz. In 

addition to conversations with performing musicians, I report conversations with people involved 

in artistic programming and in micro and macro levels of organization of professional and 

amateur musical events, as well as concertgoers, connoisseurs, and music critics.  

The interviews took place in La Paz, Tallahassee, and via email in a variety of formal and 

informal settings. I used different questions for each participant, depending on where the 

conversation led. Most of the interviews lasted more than one hour, and in most of them, not all 

questions on my questionnaire were asked (or answered). Because of time limitations, there were 

                                                 
6 My translation of Embrujo the la Musa reads “enchantment of the muse.” 
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no second interviews but follow-up emails and general conversations in informal settings did 

occur. Since the interviews were in Spanish and lengthy, NVivo, a qualitative data analysis 

computer software, was used to help to process the transcribed data. I analyzed word frequency 

and used the hundred most frequent words, together with their derivations, to choose the three 

major thematic groups: 1) Education, 2) Work, and 3) Artistry. “Education” included words like 

training, practice, study, classes, and conservatory. “Work” included words related to the OSNB, 

capital, teaching, work, income, time, and market. “Artistry” included music, artist, culture, 

identity, and interpretation. 

Outline of Chapters 

Territorios 

In this chapter, I introduce the literature that supports my understanding of the landscape 

in which La Paz musicians perform. This landscape is not only a physical space, but also a sonic 

one that includes descriptions of mindsets and narratives ingrained in daily discourse. I start with 

some literature about the history of music in Bolivia, then presented notions of identity, 

authenticity, and the production of urban spaces, and end the chapter with literature that draws 

attention to the La Paz soundscape.   

Historia Musical De Bolivia: Época Precolonial (1962) and La Música en Bolivia: De la 

Prehistoria a la Actualidad (2002) serve as a reference for national historical accounts. Carlos 

Rosso’s “Panorama De La Música En Bolivia: Una Primera Aproximación” (2002) contains the 

perfect framework for contextualizing contemporary music making in Bolivian history. In his 

article, Rosso, a classically trained conductor, summarizes the history of music in Bolivia and 

presents the current complex interweaving of two cultural aspects in Bolivian music: indigenous 

and Western. Additionally, Ministry of Education’s documents for Bolivian artists, institutional 
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curricula, and programming, are used to examine the latest discussions about music as a 

profession in the country.  

To exemplify a current way of thinking about Bolivian music making, an essential 

collection of essays by Cergio Prudencio7 in his book Hay que Caminar Sonando8 (2010) 

discusses topics such as music education, trends in the musical landscape, the OSNB and its role 

in society, music in the missions, and contemporary music in La Paz. Mauricio Sanchez Patsy’s 

La Opera Chola (2017),9 discusses popular music in Bolivia and the relationship between music 

consumption and the construction of identity. In this book, Sanchez classifies three streams of 

popular musical tendencies while analyzing how this collective identity reflects a national 

imaginary. Although his fieldwork dates from about ten years ago, this book depicts some of the 

debates that are still current in the country, particularly regarding popular music and its effect on 

society.    

Institutions such as the CPM, the OSNB, and the Military Music School are components 

of this environment and the subjects of many conversations between musicians in La Paz. They 

influence social stratification due to their prestige and importance among classically trained 

musicians. I address issues of language as well, since language encapsulates the syncretism of 

Spanish and indigenous culture in this conglomerate of celebrations, rituals, and music. 

Musicians’ concerns about music education and degrees as well as the OSNB orchestra 

                                                 
7 Prudencio is one of the most respected musicians and thinkers about music in the history of Bolivian music 

today. 
8 My translation reads: “We Should Sound When Walking.”  
9 Chola is a colloquial term to describe mestizo women who are mostly of Andean indigenous descent. Cholas 

mostly wear indigenous clothing, and, in many cases, they were born in the countryside, speaking either Quechua or 

Aymara. They may live either in the countryside or in the city, and many cholitas have never lived in the 

countryside. Calling someone a chola can be derogatory depending on intention. The term also has a class 
connotation, but because of the economic changes in Bolivia, cholas may be wealthier than “white” people, so that 
meaning is changing. Clothing is a topic of its own, since indigenous fashion can be traced back to fashion in Spain 

from the time of colonization. 
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leadership shifts serve to set up a context for an analysis of the narrations and understanding of 

the habitus of musicians in La Paz.  

 

Figure 1. Location of La Paz, Bolivia 

Soundscape of La Paz 

 Classically trained musicians in Bolivia aiming for a professional career often end up in 

different professions in La Paz. One of the largest metropolitan areas of the country, La Paz has 

been for a long time an important center for the arts and music. This chapter first describes 

environmental sounds such as traffic, demonstrations, celebrations, dance, and then transitions to 

the concept of time and history. It also describes the music performed and musical venues, 

ending with a description of my own musical soundscape. 

 Ethnomusicologist Fernando Rios’s Ph.D. dissertation entitled “Music in Urban La Paz, 

Bolivian Nationalism, and the Early History of Cosmopolitan Andean Music: 1936-1970” (2005) 

provides fundamental historical and social context for a description of the soundscape of La Paz. 

In his work, Rios argues that folkloric music representations are the primary forms of Bolivian 

national culture. He is one of the few authors to publish internationally about the La Paz music 
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scene, and his account depicts several years of musical tradition during important changes in 

Bolivian history, including wars, revolutions, and dictatorships. 

I will draw from anthropologist Michelle Bigenho’s Sounding Indigenous: Authenticity in 

Bolivian Music Performance (2002) to exemplify the authenticity, music performance, Aymara 

fiestas, and social interaction that is so characteristic of La Paz and the Andean Bolivian 

landscape. Her account is of great importance since during her years in La Paz she collaborated 

with classically trained musicians of the OSNB, because many of them also performed in the 

folkloric ensemble “Musica de Maestros,” the group on which she bases her fieldwork. Finally, I 

will conclude this chapter with some sounds characteristic of my soundscape and mention some 

of the newer sounds musicians of the city are exposed to in this more globalized world.   

Capital 

This chapter illustrates how I understand economic, social, and cultural capital as applied to 

this study. These concepts were introduced by Bourdieu but further developed by other authors. 

Economic capital. To understand value, cost, and preferences, the works of three authors are 

drawn upon. Crandon Malamud (1993) in From the Fat of Our Souls: Social Change, Political 

Process, and Medical Pluralism in Bolivia, and J. Packman in “Musicians’ Performances and 

Performances of ‘Musician’ in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil” provide a distinct approach to how 

social changes, ideologies of place, and politics affect the musical environment. In addition, 

Christian Asturizaga’s thesis, “Economics of the Professional Musician” (2004), depicts an 

economic profile of the musicians of the OSNB in 2003.10 This work discusses salaries, other 

forms of compensation, and other different career paths among musicians in La Paz. ‘El Embrujo 

                                                 
10

 When Asturizaga was collecting the data for his thesis in 2004, he asked my help and included me in the 

survey. We also collaborated on several occasions in projects with the orchestra and have had endless conversations 

about his work and the musicians’ life and situations in La Paz.  
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de la Musa’ (The Muse’s witchcraft) is a concept created as a result of this research into the 

economics of musicians and their preferences in labor, consumption, and understanding of 

music. This concept is based on three main views: 1) Baumol’s Cost Disease theory; 2) David 

Throsby’s Work Preference Model; and 3) the “winner takes all” concept. Asturizaga employs 

the term “Embrujo de la Musa” to describe how musicians in La Paz enter into the music market 

at an early age with limited education, lacking an understanding of the professional alternatives; 

artists in La Paz (and generally in the country) have few available options to survive with 

dignity. 

Social capital. In attempting to analyze the multiple fields in which musicians operate 

based on their social capital, I will use concepts from Social Capital: Theory and Research 

(2001), the proceedings of an international conference on social capital held in 1998. The 

collection describes how social capital is investigated and pursued in research through the lens of 

social networking. Themes relevant to my thesis include “open” versus “closed” networks, the 

methodologies for measurement of social capital, social capital’s utility in the labor market, 

demand and supply, and how social capital works in organizational, community, and institutional 

settings.  

Music value and the music industry will be explored through the lens provided by Attali, 

Taylor, and Dolfsma. In Noise: The Political Economy of Music, Attali grasps the social, 

political, and historical lives of musicians, offering a model of systematic interrelationship in 

different economic, technological, political, and cultural forms. A more recent approach to music 

and money, Music and Capitalism by Timothy Taylor, explores capitalism as a vehicle of change 

in music production, distribution and consumption. Through this social lens, Taylor relates 

stories of those who are working in the music industry and offers a critique to the shifts from 
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creativity to profits. On the economic side, Wilfred Dolfsma, in Institutional Economics and the 

Formation of Preferences: The Advent of Pop Music, offers a systematic analysis of how and 

why music between 1950 and 1960 has shifted the institutions so rapidly, their forms of 

communication, and how this music is also an instrument of complex socio-cultural values and 

preferences. 

Cultural capital: Music as profession in La Paz. To explore national and regional musical 

tensions between professionalism and amateurism, I will use Charles Seeger’s article entitled 

“Professionalism and Amateurism in the Study of Folk Music” as a starting point for discussion. 

Although written in 1949, this article presents a debate still relevant to this day, especially in 

musicology, regarding early music performance practice. Seeger points out the distinctions 

between amateur and professional researchers and performers of folk music that can be 

transferred into the amateur and professional conversation among musicians in La Paz. He raises 

questions about education, competence, and the importance of both the amateur and the 

professional in the field.  

 Musicians’ versatility, one of my hypotheses for the current performance practices 

among musicians in La Paz, will be explored through the works of Phillip Nelson and Jeff 

Packman. Nelson’s “The Education of the Performing Musician” contains the answers to 

questions raised in a 1973 panel, which highlighted musicians’ need for versatility. Moreover, 

Packman’s work “Musicians’ Performances and Performances of ‘Musician’ in Salvador da 

Bahia” will be drawn upon as a parallel to La Paz musicians This article portrays the work of a 

musician in Salvador Bahia, Brazil, a culturally rich but economically challenged urban center 

with roughly the same population as the city of La Paz. In his work, Packman outlines the 
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difficulties a musician encounters in making a career in this place and culture in Brazil, and 

discusses how versatile musicians must be to make a living. 

Habitus 

 This chapter presents the general findings of my interviews and notes, based around three 

main thematic groups: 1) education, 2) work, and 3) artistry. These themes emerged as prevalent 

(based on the analysis of their frequency) in the interviews. Musicians’ concerns gravitated 

toward the degrees or training specific to develop their musical skills, and the stereotypes and 

mental states these entail. Work, compensation, and the multiple roles musicians perform to 

make a living is another major concern for musicians. Finally, artistry refers to the performance 

of different musical genres, the quality of the performance, the ways in which music is 

performed, and the amateur versus professional dilemma. The role of government, the audience, 

and cultural heritage is another issue discussed in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 

 

TERRITORIOS

Bourdieu’s main formula to understand daily practices in the social world is based on 

three components: habitus, capital, and fields. This chapter is about the field and its happenings, 

that is, the field in which classically trained musicians of the city of La Paz interact. Territorios, 

my Spanish translation for “fields,” are the places where the actors or agents, in this case, the 

musicians, occupy social positions of power relations; where human behavior occurs. In other 

words, territorios will introduce the main places and happenings that shape and make the musical 

environment in the city of La Paz, the field in which the rules of the musical game and where all 

action described in this thesis happens. The following is my description of the city, its territorios, 

in which classical musicians work and coexist; from the physical landscape to the agents that 

participate in this woven soundscape. This is also an account of the world I remember from when 

I was growing up in La Paz, as well as a 

current snapshot of what I have encountered during several subsequent visits between 2007 and 

my fieldwork this past July (2017).  

 

Figure 2. La Paz inside the mountains of the Andes. 
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La Paz at First Sight 

There is a magnetism that provokes the heartbeat to accelerate at the first sight of the 

Andes from an airplane. Right after landing at La Paz’s El Alto International Airport, this 

excitement transforms into another physical manifestation - increased heart rate, which is not 

only due to the “mountain spirits” that many Bolivians say are the cause of this physiological 

change, but just as surely because of the lack of oxygen -- the feeling of breathing at thirteen 

thousand feet above sea level. This feeling does not go away immediately; it takes at least a week 

to get used to the changes in body weight and digestion at this different atmospheric pressure, 

and for musicians, there are some other considerations as well: 

As a clinician, I normally prepare unaccompanied pieces to play before the class. 

For Bolivia, I thought of playing España since it contains a big range and everything that 

the horn can showcase. When I talked to Prof. Amsler, she said: no, no, no… prepare the 

easiest thing you can play… When I got to play my horn for the first time, I discovered I 

couldn’t play the top octave and a half, the low range was ok, I just had to take a breath 

every single measure…11 

 

In addition to the altitude, the city of La Paz can heighten people’s heartbeats with the 

sounds created in this almost acoustical shell: a canyon surrounded by mountains: “where the 

town is located is completely unique…there is beauty that touches you… the permanent snow in 

the mountains gives it a majestic feel accompanied by full of colors of the habitants.”12 Due to its 

landscape, rich culture, and abundant events, La Paz was recently designated one of the “new 

wonders of the world”;13 it was also titled “the capital of cool” by Chris Moss,14 and to many, it 

                                                 
11 Stebleton, Michelle. Interview in Tallahassee, February 2018.  
12 Amsler, Eva. Interview in Tallahassee, February 2018. 
13 New7wonders is a worldwide initiative funded by Swiss Bernard Weber in which a wonder is selected 

democratically and voted on around the world. The city of La Paz was voted one of the new city wonders in 2014. 

“La Paz | New7Wonders Cities,” accessed February 10, 2018, https://cities.new7wonders.com/wonders/la-paz-

bolivia/. 
14 Chris Moss in his article written for the Conde Nast Traveler Magazine “La Paz, Bolivia - City Guide | CN 

Traveller,” accessed February 10, 2018, http://www.cntraveller.com/gallery/la-paz-bolivia-city-guide.   
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is known as “the city that never sleeps.” With a population of about 2,706,000,15 it is home to the 

picturesque Illimani mountains,16 and houses both the executive and legislative branches of the 

Bolivian government. As the biggest metropolis in Bolivia for many years during the twentieth 

century (although it is not the constitutional capital17), La Paz houses most of the embassies and 

important universities of the country, as well as the nation’s only professional18 symphony 

orchestra.  

 

Figure 3. Illimani from el Teleférico. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga July 2017. 

 

                                                 
15 According to the last census done in 2012, La Paz is the largest city in Bolivia compared to those fast-

growing major cities of Santa Cruz (2,655,084 habitants), and Cochabamba (1,758,143 habitants). “Noticias | 

CENSOS,” accessed February 10, 2018, http://censosbolivia.ine.gob.bo/webine/.  
16 A very prominent three peak mountain close to the city of La Paz having about 21,000 feet of altitude. It is 

also the source of inspiration for many artists (i.e. the popular song “Tango Illimani” by Nestor Portocarrero (1905-

1948).  
17 Sucre is the constitutional capital.  
18 In Chapter Three, I will explain further the distinction between professional and amateur. However, it is 

important to mention that there have been established orchestras that pay musicians in the other major Bolivian 

cities, but none of the newly-created orchestras give year-round salaries and benefits, most present only one to six 

concerts a year, and not all members get paid. The National Symphony Orchestra of Bolivia (OSNB) presents 

programming from ten to fifteen concert seasons every year. 
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Historical Accounts 

La Paz was founded in 1548 by Spanish captain Alonzo de Mendoza at a native 

settlement in the town of Laja, at that time a significant location for commerce between the cities 

of Lima and Potosi. It was later moved to its current location around the Choquellapu River. It 

was in La Paz where revolts against the Spanish crown began, and where the first call for 

independence in the Latin American region took place July 16th, 1809; and it is in La Paz that 

revolts, demonstrations, and very important dance parades continue to happen today.19  

La Paz, in the nineteenth century, was a sophisticated setting in which indigenous, 

mestizos and criollos had exchanges that led to inclusion, segregation, dependency, and social 

mobility. 20 Different indigenous neighborhoods existed, and although they were at first self-

sufficient, as Andean communities would be in their ayllu, this weakened over the years as their 

economies shifted towards commerce and service to those in urban upper-class spaces. 21 

Through the years, mestizo communities grew, and at the same time, the class and location 

separation change led to a more pronounced ordering of the clearly delimited Spanish-indigenous 

divide in the eighteenth-century. Additionally, the symbiosis of the cultures led to a religious 

syncretism of their Catholic and indigenous beliefs, and at the same time, their complex social 

constructions created a conflict of identity.22 

Nineteenth-century chronicles depicted by Maria Eugenia Soux speak about 

neighborhoods using calendars with agricultural and religious rites with many celebrations 

                                                 
19 Laja is a small town located north of the current location of the city of La Paz; José de Mesa, Teresa Gisbert, 

and Carlos D. Mesa G, Historia de Bolivia (Editorial Gisbert y Cia S.A., 2007), 97. 
20  A term used to describe a mixed race between Spanish and Indigenous descendants. In a census in 1871, 

42% of mestizos were identified as being of mixed social classes; Criollos were the self-nominated dominant class, 

mostly descendants of the Spanish. 
21 The neighborhoods of San Pedro, San Sebastian, Santa Barbara, and Potopoto (today Miraflores).  
22 Maria Eugenia Soux. Música Indígena y mestiza en la ilustración y la crónica: La Paz, siglo XIX (Ciencia y 

Cultura. Carlos Rosso, ed., 2002), 110-112.  
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mixing two cultures. For example, religious celebrations contained dance parades around 

neighborhoods. In danzantes, one of the dances still performed today, the sun, moon, a horse, a 

cow, and a human with bullhorns were represented through gigantic masks. Another example is a 

famous clown character, Kusillo, a half merchant, half horse that was a pre-Hispanic character 

which became a part of the many celebrations of the time making the audiences laugh in between 

dances or during the performance. This fragmentation of social space was elucidated in music 

through the dances and instruments23 used in each of the lower and upper-class neighborhoods. 

Mestizo places featured dances with indigenous and religious elements using native instruments, 

mostly winds and percussion, while criollo practices involved Spanish music used brass and 

string instruments. This difference, however, does not imply that criollos did not dance and sing 

the more “indigenous” music, just that they did not participate publicly; aristocracy was 

preoccupied with showing that the modern dominant class was not associated with indigenous 

traditions.24  

Celebrations 

La Paz is today a city of many celebrations all year round that show the syncretism 

previously mentioned; many having economic purposes, and all having creative approaches to 

the religious, pagan and political themes. Anyone living there has encountered, participated in, 

and avoided these celebrations at some point; they are a main characteristic of the city. Food and 

gift vendors fill the streets with displays of artisanal items, sometimes in specially designated 

locations, and other times just on the most populated boulevards. Celebrations of New Year’s 

                                                 
23 A museum of Bolivian instruments in La Paz contained about 2500 instruments in 2009, according to the 

third edition of the Diccionario Enciclopedico De Los Instrumentos Musicales De Bolivia by Ernesto Cavour 

(Encyclopedic Dictionary of Bolivian Instruments).  
24 María Eugenia Soux. Música Indígena y mestiza en la ilustración y la croniza: La Paz, siglo XIX (Ciencia y 

Cultura. Carlos Rosso, ed., 2002), 112-122.  
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Eve, for example, offers lucky items for the year to come; carnival offers items for the ch’alla25 

and parties; and the Day of the Dead, Lent, and Holy Week are other examples.  

Alasitas 

A very important and culturally symbiotic celebration specific to the city of La Paz is 

Alasitas. I chose this celebration because it describes a supernatural belief that is an excellent 

example for both Spanish Catholicism and pagan rites coexisting, where the fantasy of the 

attendees has no limits. In this special celebration, the desires of the citizens and an imaginary 

life is allowed; it is in this celebration that one can uncover secret wishes. Every year, more than 

4000 artisans gather in the Feria de Alasitas to celebrate Ekeko,26 providing small objects for 

sale predicting what the citizens will want to get. The tradition is to buy what is wished for in the 

year to come. For example, the most common purchase contains a suitcase full of money, 

passport and visas, or lucky charms and food. If in need of a boyfriend, one must buy a rooster, 

and if looking for educational degrees non-existent, small empty degrees for filling with 

whatever the client wants are available. Although when I was growing up the degrees in music 

did not exist, today the list of degrees has extended, and music is included among them. 

An important component of this celebration is the ceremonial blessing, first by the smoke 

made out of local substances for blessings. Afterward, the church’s holy water is to be sprinkled 

right at noon on January 24th, the first day of Alasitas. There is an assigned area for all vendors in 

                                                 
25 Challa is a blessing of the house/or any building, that in my family consists of sharing any alcoholic beverage 

with Pachamama (Mother Earth), along with fireworks, confetti, and blessing of every corner with holy water. In 

open areas like the outskirts of the city, sometimes there would be another offering to Pachamama with a table that 

contains offerings to mother earth. 
26 Ekeko is considered the god of abundance. His portrait contains elements of mestizo clothing and a full load 

of basic needs carried in a satchel. There are many stories about this street character, but perhaps the most accepted 

version is that of the Tiwanaku tradition of offering small goods to their deities in Caceres Fernando. Alasitas. 

accessed February 10, 2018, http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-25949151 

https://web.archive.org/web/20091012232229/http://www.naya.org.ar/congreso2002/ponencias/fernando_caceres.ht

m 

http://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-25949151
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this month-long market. However, the miniatures of pretty much anything you can think of will 

be sold near churches on the first day, right around noon, and one must expect bad traffic, since 

the city becomes paralyzed at this time.  

Small houses, buses, cars, buildings, dolls, and other objects have different meanings and 

the vendors and artisans always come up with new lucky charms. The famous song “Alasita,” by 

Manuel Monroy Chazarreta27 summarizes the idea behind this celebration:  “Mi pueblo no 

necesita de la isla de la fantasía, donde se cumplan sus sueños, para eso está Alasita” 28 [My 

people do not need a fantasy island where wishes come true, we just need Alasita]29.  

Dance 

 Between May and August,30 the months I visit La Paz more often, there are other 

celebrations in the city.31 In most, if not all, dancing is a significant component of the 

celebration.32 According to a very important folklorist blog that registers the happenings in the 

city,33 there are about 363 festivities included in the official cultural calendar of La Paz: eighty-

three are religious and civic festivities, and 280 are registered dancing parades. The prevalence 

of dance parades means that any visitors to La Paz are likely to see one or more, and citizens of 

La Paz have a very high awareness of them.  

                                                 
27 Musician are mostly known for his work with the popular music style of trova. He was also my professor of 

harmony at the Conservatory, and still teaches at the Conservatory today. 
28 Chazarreta, Manuel. Alasita, accessed February 10, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qxSk5JeXhkQ 
29 This manuscript contains translations that are not literal, but my own personal interpretation 
30 I traveled back to Bolivia from 2006 to when I did fieldwork in 2017. The times I traveled the most are 

around U.S. academic summer breaks.  
31 These include dancing paraded of Gran Poder, University, gay pride parades, and La Paz and Bolivia 

celebration days.  
32 A very important national dance parade is Carnaval of Oruro. It is also recognized internationally since it was 

inscribed in 2008 on the Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity. “More than 28,000 

dancers and 10,000 musicians organized in about fifty groups take part in the procession.” Accessed February 10, 

2018, https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/carnival-of-oruro-00003 
33 Los folkloristas. 2012. blog accessed February 10, 2018, http://losfolkloristas.blogspot.com/2012/04/la-paz-

posee-363-fiestas-folkloricas.html 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qxSk5JeXhkQ
https://ich.unesco.org/en/RL/carnival-of-oruro-00003
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 Some citizens are unhappy about these dance parades and denigrate anyone involved 

since they hold the imaginary aristocratic society mindset that denies the importance of 

indigenous music. Although the music of these parades is mostly folkloric music that developed 

after the national identity movement, which will be addressed in the next chapters, many refer to 

them as indigenous. Notwithstanding, during most of the private and public dance parties I have 

attended in La Paz, there is a section that contains only “national”34 music. During this block of 

well-known tunes, mostly played to mark the end of the parties, people enjoy the dance floor 

with high enthusiasm and with a very high awareness of the dancing steps that go along with 

each, even those of high upbringing who after some drinks bring out their rejected “Indio” inside 

and coordinate a choreographed dance with their friends.  

“Para el indígena boliviano, la danza es una necesidad vital, a más de significarle una 

mística. Bailan cuando se alegran como cuando tienen penas, por propia voluntad o por 

mandato de sus autoridades, observa agudamente un sociólogo que conoció el alma 

profunda nacional.” [For a Bolivian indigenous, dance, more than making one a mystic, 

is a vital necessity. They dance both when they rejoice and when they have sorrows, both 

of their own will, and by command of the authorities, observes a sociologist who knew 

the deep national soul]. 35  

 

 
 

Figure 4. Choir, sikus and dance. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga, July 2015 

                                                 
34 The term “Música nacional” means any dance tune that would be in a parade, caporales, morenadas, tinkus, 

etc.  
35 Antonio Paredes Candia, Antonio Paredes Candia, 11  
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I can attest to the idea of dance parades as a vital necessity among citizens, at least in the 

city of La Paz. I was told multiple times ever since I was a child that a true Bolivian should 

dance in a folkloric parade at least once in a lifetime. Although I would really like the 

experience, it has also been very hard for me to ever participate due to budget and time 

constraints. Participating in a dance parade can cost between $500 and $5,000 U.S. dollars, 

between costuming, drinks, and other costs associated with paying musicians, and fees for 

dancing which does not include the time commitment of rehearsals.36  

Language 

Another way to highlight the social complexities of La Paz, present because of the 

exchange between Spanish, criollos, mestizos and indigenous, is to understand its language since 

it depicts a clear example of the cultural symbioses among them.37 Andean Spanish, a term 

investigated by Jose Mendoza38 contains “a big influx of Aymara39 in what he called the La Paz 

Spanish.”40 It is important to mention that the phenomenon of proximity to other languages 

makes code-switching and loan words41 common; culture is also transferred with this language 

exposure.  

                                                 
36 For the University dance parade (one of the most affordable ones), anyone wishing to dance attends 

rehearsals at different points in the year, but mostly around December or January. 
37 Lipski (1994) recommends considering social contexts when thinking about the dialects of Spanish in Latin 

America. He highlights the importance of differing language characteristics depending on the native language of a 

location. For example, according to the linguistic reference publication Ethnologue, Bolivia has about 32 languages, 

but utilizes Andean Spanish as the main administrative language due to the exposure Spanish had with Aymara and 

Quechua in the Andes when Spanish colonization occurred. Lipski, J. Latin American Spanish.1994. New York: 

Longman Group 
38 Author of the most relevant work of the Andean Spanish, studied it in the city of La Paz for four years. 
39 Aymara is spoken in the countries of Bolivia, Peru, Chile and Argentina by approximately 2,808,000 

speakers. Ethnologue shows two kinds of Aymara: southern and central. Southern Aymara is spoken mostly in Peru; 

the Aymara we are referring to is central Aymara, spoken mostly in Bolivia. (Lewis et al, 2013) “Aymara,” 

Ethnologue, accessed February 11, 2018, https://www.ethnologue.com/language/aym. 
40 , J. G., Mendoza & UMSA. Andrés, Léxico del habla culta de La Paz (La Paz, Bolivia, 1976), 183. 
41 In linguistic terms, code-switching refers to changing languages back and forward in conversations among 

speakers of multiple languages. Loans are borrowed words from another language when speakers are only fluent in 

one language but in contact with another. 
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Aymara loan words are characteristic of the Spanish spoken in La Paz, and they also 

come with powerful class subtext. For example, the Aymara word imilla42 is almost unknown 

outside Bolivia but is commonly used in La Paz. Sometimes, because of its Aymara roots, imilla 

is used derogatorily to signify something related to the countryside that could imply lower status 

or less importance. Also, there are expressions and words loaned from Aymara that a speaker 

from other Spanish-speaking lands would not recognize. The following, for instance, is a carol 

very close to my heart. I have sung this since a very young age with my family during our tour of 

homes to adore the Child43 during Christmas celebrations: “Calla, calla, niñito / Te lo he de 

comprar melcocha / Sino quieres melcocha / Te lo he de comprar ankuku / Sino quieres ankuku / 

El kuku te ha de camchintar” [Stop crying little child / I will buy some sugar cane for you ‘ If 

you do not want sugar cane / I will buy candy with peanuts / If you do not want candy with 

peanuts / A ghost will eat a part of you]. 

Another significant influence of the Aymara language on Bolivian Spanish is the use of 

past tense. According to Wendy Asturizaga,44 in Aymara, the past tense is not utilized the same 

way as in Spanish or English. Describing events in the past for Aymara speakers allows for some 

embellishment or lack of certainty by some changes in details of an event.45 For example, a 

sentence utilizing one of the past tenses could translate “I had received,” into something along 

the lines of “I was told I was given this, but I did not think of it, though maybe I did; you made 

me realize I perhaps did.”  

                                                 
42 Imilla translates into young girl. 
43 “Little child” in Spanish is niñito.  
44 My sister has spent a lot of time with Aymara-speaking communities. She graduated from the National 

Conservatory of Bolivia with a degree in piano performance and has taught there for many years. She is also a 

composer, and the Florida State University Andean Ensemble recently premiered her Tarkeada Citadina in the 

United States at the Rainbow Concert, 2017.  
45 Ortiz Rescaniere, A. El quechua y el Aymara. (Madrid: Editorial MAPFRE, 1992),17-19. 
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This example suggests a transferring of cultural patterns, ways of living, of thinking, 

traditions, or understandings of life where stories might sound somewhat doubtful, or be told 

differently, and seem circular; or a way of telling the past in an artistic way; this is something I 

have encountered in some of my interviews with musicians. Furthermore, Aymara’s main 

linguistic characteristics give a distinct accent to those not born in Spanish-speaking households. 

Speaking with an accent, in most cases, signifies the native roots so widely rejected by criollos, 

the new patronizing mestizos, or today those who identify as part of the aristocratic imaginary. 

Education in La Paz46 

The Bolivian education system is very different from that of the U.S. and it represents a 

social stratification that resembles the power relationships and capital so important in Bourdieu's 

description of social life. To further exemplify education in La Paz, I will describe three main 

discrepancies between the systems in place in La Paz and what I know of the U.S.: 1) There are 

no standardized tests or school funding determined by the scores, or acceptance into universities 

based on GPAs, 2) Schools are not assigned according to neighborhood; and 3) Students do not 

need to change schools since most offer all primary education levels of elementary, middle, and 

high school at one single institution which allows friendships to develop differently. One parallel 

with the U.S. is that the difference between state and private education helps determine the 

success of the student’s career. Private education tends to prepare students to apply to any 

university in the country. Among private schools, international schools are the most successful, 

especially those that are bilingual. These schools also offer international high school diplomas 

                                                 
46 Ministerio de Educación. La Educación en Bolivia. accessed February 10, 2018, 

http://www.minedu.gob.bo/micrositios/biblioteca/disco-1/informacion_institucional/memorias_educacion/94.pdf 
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that are much more acceptable with post-secondary institutions,47 and scholarships that 

incentivize studying and exchange with other countries.  

A close friend that works as a bassoonist in an orchestra in Germany graduated from a 

German school that allowed him not only to learn the language fluently but also to obtain a 

scholarship to study music in Germany. However, although these schools seem like the best 

option, admission is a somewhat complicated process. In some of these elite schools, children 

must be enrolled at age five after a long waiting list, and most students that are not descendants 

of alumni or other prominent families will have a harder chance to get into the school, and all 

candidates have some money endowment deposited to reserve this spot. Tuition in these schools 

is very high, from U.S. $500 to about $1000 per month, making it affordable only for those with 

higher incomes. 

State schools or private schools that are more accessible to medium or lower-income 

families create still a struggle for children’s registration. Most of the time, there are not enough 

spaces to accept all students requesting a spot, and this causes families to begin lining up in front 

of the school, sometimes weeks before registration starts. People will camp out for days to assure 

their kids have a chance. My cousin, for example, waited in line overnight and was ninth in line 

for a private school enrollment. As soon as the school was open, the administrator gave out eight 

tickets, and those with tickets were the only ones able to register; the block-long line of parents 

who had stayed overnight had to return home and search for other options. 

Post-secondary education works differently. The state university, considered one of the 

best in the country, costs close to U.S. $30 a year, and demand is high. Admission to this 

university is not based on grades, or an application, but on performance on one exam. 

                                                 
47 Colegio Aleman (German), Franco Boliviano (French), and Calvert (English) are among the best-known 

schools.  
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Unfortunately, this university, although very important in the city of La Paz, is not one where I 

would choose to study. The infrastructure is very rudimentary, and the informal work of some 

teachers make for a challenging educational path. I have heard friends wait up to three hours for 

the teacher of a class to arrive, and on many occasions, no furniture is available for the 

overbooked classes.  

Musical Institutions in La Paz 

 Agents of social activity and their positions in the Territorio [field] are created through 

the musical institutions of the city. Among one of the celebration activities of the 100-year 

anniversary of the National Conservatory of Bolivia (CPM) was the panel discussions and 

presentations about research and music education in Bolivia. The authors of these presentations 

were selected to represent the most current and diverse accounts of music research and education 

happening in Bolivia. In his presentation, Roberto Borda, former Conservatory director, talked 

about the most important institutions of the country, their goals, and impact, as well as 

suggestions for the possible creation of a branch in the Ministry of Culture dedicated only to arts 

education.  

In Borda’s description of musical institutions, four out of the eight in the country at the 

time operated in La Paz: the National Conservatory of Music (CPM), the Luis Felipe Arce 

school, the Folklore Music school, and the El Alto school.48 It was not until 2015, that the 

Ministry of Education compiled information regarding all the academic institutions for music, to 

include the curricula, the artistic regulations regarding who is an artist and what is done in order 

to be one, determinations regarding who is an artist that can teach, and a guide for institutions 

                                                 
48 Tellez, Esperanza et al. Investigación y formación del Músico en Bolivia, 2008: 54-56. 
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which show the steps to take in order to become a recognized institution by the ministry.49 These 

rules of the game were created in La Paz as a result of four national meetings of artists after the 

Ministry of Education began the implementation of the “Avelino Sinani Elizardo Perez,”50 

passed in 2010. This law is the first to recognize the arts as a professional endeavor and gives 

artistic institutions the right to grant degrees at different levels based on their curricula.  

Bolivia Plurinational Conservatory of Music (CPM) 

With about a thousand students, the renamed CPM51 offers performance majors in winds, 

strings, percussion, piano, and guitar, as well as voice. There are no concentrations in music 

education, conducting, therapy, history, composition, or theory, but there is a department of 

“modern” music that emphasizes jazz performance. The conservatory started in 1907 and 

employs today about 140 teachers. Although it was for many years the most serious institution 

for the study of western musical practices in the country, it was not until the Supreme Decree in 

2013 that the government authorized the conservatory to give a degree comparable to a B.A. in 

Music. Furthermore, the lengthy and ever-changing curricula make graduation rates very low.52  

Alejandro Flores, who was one of the first wind players graduating under this new 

decree, expressed his concern about the reality of this much–desired degree. His concern reflects 

that of many musicians that teach or attend the Conservatory and whose degrees or teachers are 

                                                 
49 Among the publications were curricula, artistic guides, and regulations. accessed February 10, 2018, 

http://www.minedu.gob.bo/index.php/dir-gral-de-educacion-superior-tecnica-tecnologica-lingueistica-y-artistica 
50 Avelino Sinani Law found. accessed February 10, 2018, ///C:/Users/vastu/Downloads/Leydla%20.pdf 
51 Before being called the Conservatorio Plurinational de Música, the school was called the Conservatorio 

Nacional de Musica (CNM). 
52 As an example, I was the first woman to graduate with a Flute specialty in the year 2004 after twelve years of 

study, and the second flutist to graduate in the whole history of the CPM. I graduated without a major professor, and 

barely fulfilled the almost impossible requirements for the degree. I hired a whole orchestra to play in my final 

concert and added a private chamber music coach so that my repertoire would be acceptable for the final jury 

requirement. After my experience, only two other flutists have graduated until today. Many make it to the last few 

years of the program but end up dropping out.  
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either not in music, or nonexistent, due to the lack of institutions in the country that provide 

musical education: 

“Lo que hay, es el decreto supremo, que nos otorga a nosotros para dar licenciatura, eso 

no nos lo van a quitar, lo que pasa es que el conservatorio no está institucionalizado, es 

decir, sus profesores no son licenciados, entonces ese es un problema…  Una vez que los 

licencien a ellos, nosotros lo único que tenemos que hacer es hacer el papeleo…bueno 

eso es lo que nos han dicho, entonces espero que sea así ¿no?, pero de todas maneras, 

igual aunque no sea así, no se sabe, pero igual no hay de otra, hay que seguir digamos.” 

[There is a Supreme Decree, that is for sure, that grants the B.A. degree. However, the 

conservatory is not yet a full institution, because most teachers have no degrees, so that is 

a problem. Once all teachers have degrees, the only thing we have to do will be 

paperwork. Well, that is what we were told, we just hope for the best, and even if it 

doesn’t work out there’s nothing else we can do, we have to keep going.] 53  

 

This decree also gives the CPM the means to be one of the institutions whose curricula 

set the national standard.54 This means that government or private institutions can align to match 

the CPM’s curricula if they want their degrees to be nationally recognized. A nationally 

recognized degree will make it possible for graduates to find careers in public institutions, as a 

B.A. is a requirement to serve in any public institution position with a professional pay rate.55 

                                                 
53 Flores, Alejandro. Interview July 2017. 
54 In my interview with Gaston Arce, the former director of the Music College at Loyola, he points out that the 

CPM is one of, if not the most important music academic institutions in Bolivia: “Claro 110 años que tiene el 

conservatorio y recién está consolidándose a nivel académico administrativo… el conservatorio es digamos el más 

referente más importante quizás y de ahí para abajo son todas instituciones jóvenes que de repente de aquí a un 

tiempo podemos verlas con mayor solidez…” [Of course, after 110 years and the Conservatory is just consolidating 

into a more academic and administrative efficient institution.. The CPM is the most relevant institution, maybe 

because time allowed for this to happen, and it is in the future to see how other institutions expand and can have 

impact in the city. 
55 The recognition of foreign degrees brings another lengthy discussion, though it is important to mention that 

requirements for recognition suggest the matching of curricula with that of a degree-giving institution in Bolivia. A 

B.A. degree from the U.S., for example, if it does not include a thesis, does not conform to Bolivian degree 

requirements; hence it is not accepted as a B.A. Additionally, if a student wants a foreign degree to be recognized, 

all curricula and contents must be authorized by embassies, with accompanying official translations of all 

documents. This process rapidly becomes expensive as well as inconvenient. When I wanted to validate two 

master’s degrees, I added up the fees associated with one degree’s translation plus the embassy fee, and I came up 

with U.S. $12,000.00. This investment, however, does not guarantee the acceptance of the degree or the salary 

recognition based on professional rank. Since no Bolivian institution gives master’s degrees in Music, it is not 

possible to match foreign curricula, hence a committee would sit and determine if a foreign master’s degree can be 

accepted, and even then, the degree would still not have national validation. This complicated process has 

contributed to the numbers of artists who leave Bolivia. 
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Although the CPM is a public institution, some teachers work only under contract, receiving no 

benefits and with no rights or salary raises. 

National Symphony Orchestra of Bolivia (OSNB) 

In a way similar to that of the CPM, the National Symphony Orchestra of Bolivia 

(OSNB) plays a very important role in the social aspect of the classically trained musicians’ life 

in La Paz. The following depicts the history and the main actors that served as leaders of it. It is 

important to mention that since this orchestra is financed partially by the government, it 

represents an important perspective in the description of the current governmental discourses and 

the mission and values of the western musical happening in a country whose policies are directed 

towards discourses on nationalization and decolonization.  

The OSNB was founded in April of 1945 by Supreme Decree N° 297, issued by 

President Gualberto Villarroel. By the initiative of Mario Estenssoro56 and the current Minister 

of Education, the government asked Erich Eisner, a musician born in Prague who had arrived in 

Bolivia in 1939, to establish the orchestra. He founded the orchestra and trained its members 

while teaching at the Conservatory. With fifty musicians two years later, the orchestra had its 

first performance playing Wagner, Tchaikovsky’s Fifth Symphony, and “La Coronilla” by 

Bolivian composer Teófilo Vargas. The OSNB has had a variety of famous Bolivian and foreign 

conductors. Most of them share the same characteristics in their education, first studying at local 

conservatories, then studying abroad, and returning to Bolivia to be appointed directly by the 

Minister of Culture.  

Under the leadership of the U.S. conductor David Handel between 1998 and 2010, the 

OSNB had substantial artistic and institutional growth. One of the orchestra’s main concerns was 

                                                 
56 Estenssoro was a prominent musician and director of the National Conservatory at the time.  
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rehearsal location and performance, which lead to the acquisition of the National Symphony 

Center in 2002 and the later rebuilding of the structure. The orchestra also became decentralized, 

and because of this, a foundation that allowed other means of income was created to support not 

only the rebuilding but the creation of salaried positions that helped fill the administrative 

requirements created by the orchestra’s growth. The foundation dissolved in 2015, because of 

new regulations by the government of Evo Morales that prohibited some procedures that the 

orchestra had in place.57 

During this time, there were worries about the leadership and ownership of the orchestra. 

A newspaper article published by famous Bolivian composer Cergio Prudencio in 2010 

summarizes this concern.58 He questions the role of the foundation, the government, and the 

orchestra, mostly asking, who is really making the most important decisions, and for whose 

benefit? He calls this time the Capitalization of the OSNB, referring to the processes happening 

with neoliberal governments between 1985 and 2005. He also raises questions about the 

foundation, and how its funds were used to benefit the interests of its members, including the 

presence of Handel for twelve years, and how he was favored by the foundation. However, 

although these concerns were present, Handel left a significant groundwork for what the is 

orchestra today since he was indeed not only a conductor but an arts administrator by heart. 

During his tenure, he transformed the orchestra and created a program that aimed to approach a 

broader audience by supporting the development of Bolivian popular music arrangements and 

composition for Symphonic Orchestra.59  

                                                 
57 Crisis en La orquesta sinfónica de Bolivia. accessed February 10, 2018, 

http://www.nodalcultura.am/2015/12/crisis-en-la-orquesta-sinfonica-de-bolivia/ 
58 Prudencio, Cergio. Hay que caminar sonando. Arte libro colecciones, La Paz: Bolivia. 2010: 91-92.  
59 For listening examples, see my playlist at 

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLgLzi5YP4Tp1MiMIaTuELcQLtGQyg0FEV 
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In 2013, Mauricio Otazo, a Bolivian conductor, won the first merit-based conductor 

search ever done in the OSNB’s sixty-eight years of existence. This historic search was requested 

and developed by the musicians.60 Otazo had all the degrees and reputation required for such a 

position, having studied orchestra conducting at the University Franz Liszt in Weimar. Before 

this appointment, his experience as guest conductor at several orchestras in Germany, the Czech 

Republic, and Bolivia gave him the reputation needed to take over the position of the conductor 

after Handel’s tenure that had led to many issues between musicians, administration, and the 

foundation. Unfortunately, the challenges of juggling a job description that must balance music 

making and state regulations administration with executive directorship duties, led to Otazo’s 

sudden departure right after the foundation announced its dissolution and discontinuation of 

support to the orchestra, which resulted in a big cut to the conductor’s salary, as well as the 

salary of two other staff members.  

After Otazo’s sudden resignation in 2015, concertmaster and economist Asturizaga 

became the interim director, with the goal of demonstrating that the orchestra could continue 

working under the new conditions. He was also supposed to organize the search for the next 

conductor, as well as the internal restructuring of the orchestra, so that it could work efficiently 

under his suggested proposal of two directors, a musical and an executive one. However, in July 

2017, after the change of the Minister of Culture and rejection of the suggested changes in the 

organization by the new minister, violist Marlene Mercado succeeded Asturizaga in this 

                                                 
60 Led by Christian Asturizaga and oboist Eduardo Cassapia, the first chairs of the orchestra met three to five 

times a week during the planning stages. After many hours of work, the result was documents arguing why it was 

important to hold a search that was given to the orchestra administrators, who had no background or knowledge in 

music. Other endless hours were spent with the foundation leaders who insisted on giving this role to someone of 

their choosing, and whose knowledge was limited concerning the needs of the musicians and the vision that the 

group held. Although the recommendations of the musicians were not fully adopted, some aspects were incorporated 

into the year-long search process.  
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position.61 The change in the orchestra leadership created great tension right at the time I was 

doing fieldwork. A combination of misunderstandings and the arguable eagerness from the 

government to take over the orchestra62resulted in many rumors. On one hand, some musicians 

understood the problems and recognized how the orchestra overcame its deficit within a year of 

Asturizaga’s leadership. On the other hand, musicians became suspicious of the roots of the 

sudden change and were hesitant about their future jobs. 

This process recently came to an end, since the Ministry of Culture just appointed the 

orchestra’s new executive director, a woman whose experience is mainly in Bolivian folk 

traditions and who has no expertise in the symphonic repertoire or management of an orchestra. 

The Bolivian musicians’ few comments on Facebook hoped for the best in this transition, while 

some of the most daring contain skepticism: “This is a recipe for disaster,” “This is over, 

gentlemen, there is no exit.” One post includes a letter to the recently-appointed executive 

director along with a video of the speech that ends: “long live Bolivia and the ocean.”63 The 

letter tags the recently elected executive director recognizing her expertise in the folkloric 

industry, but also shows some of the general concerns symphonic orchestra musicians have. It is 

a request for her to work not only fixing bureaucratic procedures but for the advancement of the 

                                                 
61 The orchestra, although decentralized from the government in its constitution, contains the Minister of 

Culture as the chair of the board of directors by default. The first concert, after the change in leadership, consisted of 

ten Bolivian folk songs arranged for a symphonic orchestra and a display of traditional costumes – something that 

was not in the season calendar. Informal conversations with musicians after the concert demonstrated a 

preoccupation with the “suggested” repertoire and the stability of their jobs, due to the seemingly minimized control 

of the Minister of Culture.  
62 In informal conversations with musicians and other artists and administrators of the city, I got the 

understanding that the government has proceeded in a similar way with other institutions to gain control of their 

resources and to hand pick the new leaders in charge of these institutions. This is a discourse that needs further 

research, though it is very evident that people distrust the governmental affairs and goals evidenced in the political 

unrest existent in which the president does not want to follow the constitution, and just got an official approval of an 

unconstitutional reelection even after a vote on a referendum that rejected his request. 
63 Bolivia is landlocked. The country at the time of independence had access to the ocean but this was lost 

during a war with Chile in 1879. The access to the ocean has been a discourse many politicians have used to gain 

popularity in elections. Wayar, Mauricio. Facebook video post and discussion. January 2018. 
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institution through musical performance of universal repertoires64 and continued support for the 

creation of new work.  

Important concerns regarding her appointment were: a) her background in music not 

related to the symphonic repertoire, b) hopes for transparency of her work, but mostly so that it 

benefits the OSNB and its musicians, c) her work agenda so that the maintaining and repairing of 

workplace65 and salaries for musicians is priority, as well as the coordination of efforts with 

other musicians and institutions of the country, and finally d) the balance of programming 

between universal and folkloric repertoire.66 

 

 

Figure 5. OSNB in concert. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga, August 2017 

                                                 
64 “Universal repertoire” is used by classically trained musicians in La Paz to refer to classical music, or music 

that does not belong specifically to a place, and it contains music mostly made for the instruments found in an 

orchestra. 
65 El Centro Sinfonico, the building where the orchestra has the auditorium and office space, still needs work. 

During the winter, for example, the rehearsal space is so cold that musicians play their instruments with coats, 

gloves and even blankets. Two natural gas heaters are turned on just one hour before the rehearsal to warm up the 

place and turned off while the rehearsal is going. Additionally, the entrance walls are not painted, and the green 

room is not finished, bathrooms have no toilet paper, etc. 
66 Comment on Mauricio Wayar’s Facebook post of January 16th, 2017.  
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Orquesta Municipal de El Alto 

This orchestra and academy in the adjacent city of El Alto started in the year 2001 on the 

initiative of pianist Luz Bolivia Sanchez, after the donation of about 150 instruments from the 

Chinese embassy. At first, OSNB musicians were the main teachers, and through the years after 

the students of this academy became more proficient, the academy started hiring their own 

students to teach younger ones. Under the leadership of then-OSNB-concertmaster Freddy 

Cespedes, in 2003 the orchestra organized the first Sun Festival that continues until today, in 

which symphonic orchestra concerts are given in small countryside communities around the 

Bolivian Andes.67 Today, many musicians that currently play in the OSNB or go to the CPM 

started their education in this academy. Additionally, many small music schools in El Alto 

emerged in a similar spirit to the famous Venezuelan orchestra system created by Jose Antonio 

Abreu, where music education is meant and available for all, regardless of class, race, or 

economic circumstance. 

Bolivia Clásica 

This non-for-profit charitable music school started in 2011 under the direction of 

Bolivian pianist Ana Maria Vera.68 Her brother Armando Vera, violinist, runs the academy in La 

Paz, while Vera organizes sponsors and the international aid from abroad. The mission is “to 

enhance the quality of cultural life in Bolivia and create opportunities for young people.”69 The 

project started supporting musicians already educated in different schools in the city, but through 

                                                 
67 Lima, Elsa. Thesis Festival of Andes. accessed February 10, 2018, pg 36-37 

http://repositorio.umsa.bo/bitstream/handle/1234c56789/3827/TG115.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y  
68 She is a Bolivian pianist who grew up in Washington D.C. and started a career as a soloist in the U.S. since 

she was a child. A prodigious musician, she recorded and performed among the most well–known orchestras in the 

U.S. Bolivia Clasica, Founder, accessed February 10, 2018: http://boliviaclasica.com/about-us/founder/ 
69 Ibid. Mission statement. 

http://repositorio.umsa.bo/bitstream/handle/1234c56789/3827/TG115.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y
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the years, the music academy has educated a newer, younger generation. Entrance is by audition 

only, and although there are scholarships available, there are fees associated with registration.  

Military Band Music School 70 

Military bands were institutionalized in Bolivia under the seventh president, Santa Cruz 

(1792-1865). Although at first created to support military endeavors, bands could perform in 

public plaza spaces or boulevards called retretas on Thursdays and Sundays, and this became an 

important form of entertainment at the time. These performances continued until the Chaco War 

(1932-1935), during which they were prohibited.71 First created in the year 1898, the military 

music school educates many musicians that enter the military band.72 The military school 

predates the National Conservatory as the first musical institution of the country. Hugo Alvares, 

current professor of flute at the National Conservatory and former flute player in the OSNB, was 

educated at the military music school. According to him, he was very fortunate to have launched 

a musical career while taking care of five children in La Paz. During our conversation, he 

expressed how he was not interested at all in the flute at first, but since the band needed a flutist 

and he was instructed to obey orders, he complied. He also expressed how he was able to juggle 

his career as a musician in difficult times while having a family, and he expressed gratitude for 

the army.73 

Although street bands are widely utilized today for festive purposes, when I hear the 

military band, I can create an imaginary movie that is depicted with pictures of the colonial 

times, and the music for bands from authors like Adrian Patiño (1895-1951). Many compositions 

for these military bands, in a similar genre, also represent the ritual, festive, and sad sense of 

                                                 
70 Julio Sanjines Goitia. Historia de las bandas Militares. 1989: 37-58 
71 Ibid. 32-33 
72 Ibid. 35-28 
73 Alvares, Hugo. Personal interview. La Paz July 2017 
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what has happened during war.74 The repertoire of bands, hence, started in the military quarters 

but has moved into religious festivities. Today, bands perform at parties and celebrations: 

“through Bolivia, the brass band is a ubiquitous sonorous sign of fiesta.”75  

Throughout this section, I presented some of the territory in which musicians of La Paz 

interact, from landing in a breathless setting with a mountainous landscape of sonorous power to 

the description of traffic, dance, and timeless landscapes. Important institutions such as the CPM 

and the OSNB, and the Military Music Institution are components of this environment and the 

subjects of many conversations between musicians in La Paz and of social stratification due to 

their prestige and importance among classically trained musicians. Issues of language were also 

introduced since language summarizes the syncretism created with Spanish and indigenous 

people in this conglomerate city of celebrations, rituals, and music. Musicians’ concerns about 

music education and degrees as well as the OSNB orchestra leadership shifts serve to set up a 

context for an analysis of the narrations and understanding of the habitus musicians in La Paz.

                                                 
74 Quinteros Juan, Ciencia y Cultura, Músicos de Bolivia.2002: 198-101. 
75 M. Bigenho, Sounding Indigenous: Authenticity in Bolivian Music Performance, 2002 edition (New York: 

Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), 44 
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CHAPTER 3 

LA PAZ SOUNDSCAPE 

Murray Schafer describes soundscape as “the sonic environment.”76 The term can also be 

actual environments, or abstract constructions by the habitants that in the case of music can even 

be a composition or a part of the interpretation of a musical piece. The following narrative will 

continue with the depiction of the locations, areas and public spaces of La Paz for social 

interaction, but in this case, the main concern will be the agents of sound, or the lack thereof. 

First, I will describe some of the sounds that the city produces, starting with the traffic, and 

ending in the far away, almost-silence from the out-of-the-city neighborhoods. Afterward, I 

explore some ideas regarding time in La Paz, not only referring to the actual sense of punctuality, 

but also a brief historical account of events in popular musics. I will conclude with some 

descriptions of my own personal soundscape, and a depiction of the twenty– first century music 

styles prominent in the city. 

City Sounds 

Traffic 

The view seen while traveling from the adjacent city of El Alto into La Paz is 

breathtaking. The landscape touched by Illimani's splendor in the Andes, Cordillera Real 

Mountain range, while moving towards all the noise and panic created by La Paz traffic is among 

the first things that call one’s attention. The speed and different driving of cars, minibuses, buses, 

cable air-train and accompanying sound greet travelers and cause an increased heartbeat. There’s 

a reason the famous Canadian television program Don’t Drive Here had an episode dedicated to 

                                                 
76 R. Murray Schafer, The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Turning of the World, (Rochester: 

Destiny Books, 1977), 274. 
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La Paz.77 In the opening words of the show, host Younghusband compares the high traffic 

density with the almost–as–high altitude. He is amazed at how seventy-five percent of the 

population relies on public transportation, which creates unique demands for the organization of 

buses, minibusses, and other means of public transportation.  

In his program, Younghusband interviews different people in order to better understand 

the preferred modes of transportation, making the overall suggestion that one should not drive in 

La Paz. After sampling as many different modes of transportation as possible, his overall 

reaction is astonishment at the beautiful views, careless driving and walking, and the organized 

chaos that somehow works organically on the road. Chris Moss, in his description of the 

pulsating city, speaks of his experience: 

“I can't seem to get my gait right. I'm on the Prado, the main avenue in downtown La Paz. 

The slope is behind me, so I can just about breathe. The problem is, paceños78 speed up 

when they are walking downhill. I keep half an eye on their feet. Yes, those approaching 

me have an elegant, 19th-century pace. They link arms, take their time. But those jostling 

beside me are moving much faster, zigzagging through the crowds, phones clamped to 

ears, shouting out deals and private dramas as if there was oxygen in the air…At 3,600 

meters above sea level, breathlessness is part of everyday life in La Paz. As is hustle, 

bustle, the raw human energy of almost a million people living in a caldera-shaped 

canyon. Sometimes I feel as if we're all tumbling down towards a putative center - but I 

can't see one. The plazas are thronging with pedestrians and cholas—bowler-hatted 

Aymara women—seated at their stalls selling salty, greasy snacks, glasses of 

mocochinchi made with dried peaches and cinnamon, souvenir llama-motif bobble hats, 

miniature chola dolls and SIM cards. The roads are crammed with packed minibusses, 

battered cabs and Dodge buses painted in vibrant colors. Respite is a rare commodity.”79  

 

                                                 
77 Andrew Younghusband hosts a program where he travels around the world to cities with the worst traffic. He 

visited La Paz and tried the different modes of transportation, both as a driver and as a passenger. Acceded February 

14, 2018 at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=6wv1TYQjrtg 
78 Paceños are the citizens of the city of La Paz. 
79 Moss, Chris. La Paz. Accessed February 14, 2018: http://www.cntraveller.com/gallery/la-paz-bolivia-city-

guide 



40 

Other Sounds 

While getting used to the traffic downtown, one might encounter the sounds of a 

demonstration,80 or just traffic jams and teasing “zebras”81 interacting with the walking citizens. 

Some enjoy this soundscape, calling it one of the beauties of the city. After living in cities like 

Buenos Aires, New York, and London, violinist Karin Cuellar finds enchantment and uniqueness 

in the sounds of this city: “Una cacofonía, son miles de notas al mismo tiempo tocadas, el grito, 

la zebrita, la bocina, la cholita todo al mismo tiempo y los niños que salen de colegio, el sonido 

de los autos … en el Prado se escucha tututu.” [A cacophony, a thousand notes played at the 

same time, cries, zebra crossings, horns, cholitas, children getting out of school, car sounds on 

stone roads, you can hear everything].82 

Figure 6. Zebra helping in downtown. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga July 2017 

                                                 
80 The city of La Paz, although not the capital of the country, houses the government. Because of this, most 

demonstrations done on the streets downtown very frequently cause traffic jams, police to spread tear gas, and very 

chaotic citizens searching for a way to avoid it.  
81 “Zebras” are hired employees with a zebra costume that aid pedestrians and cars mostly on the roads of 

downtown. They are a part of a program established by the city of La Paz to aid the traffic jams and educate walking 

pedestrians. John Oliver did a program on them and proposed the “zebra challenge” to make news better, like the 

zebras make traffic better in Bolivia. Accessed at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9cQpdb8tclM   
82 Cuellar, Karin. Interview. La Paz, July 2017. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9cQpdb8tclM
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On many occasions during my field trip, I tried either recording a soundwalk, or stopping 

and listening to what was going on around me. My thoughts went in the same direction: I needed 

to work very hard to be at peace in the midst of the happenings of the city. When I joined the 

flow, I felt like I was tossed into a strong current. When this happened, I either missed my stop 

on public transportation, walking a block further than I had intended, or got distracted by a 

vendor telling me about the powers of the products he offered. Occasionally, I met a friend or 

two, and those conversations usually led to a deviation off of my course toward the party, 

concert, talk, gallery opening, or meal my friends were headed to, which I now felt a duty to 

attend. All day, until very late in the evening, walking and talking people, horns, and car engines, 

and radios from businesses playing loud seemed to be the norm.  

Time 

When thinking about the constant motion of the city, I am reminded of the use of time. 

Time, as the frame of schedule for business or school purposes is treated very similarly to how 

time is treated in the United States, with the idea of being “on the clock.” Many state and private 

organizations in La Paz have card-punch machines that nowadays in some places also include a 

fingerprint recognition system. If a worker is late, which is a common occurrence, salary 

reductions are in place, or some other form of punishment, depending on the industry.83 

However, it is tough to predict punctuality in both formal and informal spaces, given traffic 

patterns, unexpected demonstrations, and the sense of letting things happen as they should in 

their “own time.” In informal settings, it is very common, for example, to show up one, two, or 

three hours late for a friend’s gathering, depending on the occasion and style of gathering.84 

                                                 
83 I have some friends working in the private sector who have to buy everyone’s mid-morning snack when they 

are late. 
84 Arrival times for an invitation to a meal at a house tend to match the time the family eats (lunch 12:00 to 2:00 

pm, tea time 4:00 to 7:00 pm, and dinner 8:00 to 11:00 pm). Arrival time for a dance party, guitarreada (getting 



42 

When meeting at a plaza or for coffee, depending on the person or group, one must expect five 

minutes to one-hour delays. My approach is aiming to arrive at the exact time and bringing 

something to read, or a list of people to call in case that I must wait for unexpected traffic jams. 

My most punctual friends tend to overpredict delays and arrive way in advance; I must admit 

these are very few, and most of them are either admired or mocked, but mostly mocked. 

Bolivian musical time, in my experience, follows a similar pattern of consistent lateness 

according to the occasion. Musicians tend to perform slightly behind the given beats in Western 

traditions. Similarly, when teaching Andean music to U.S. students, I recommend taking a slight 

delay in tempo to acquire a better approximation to the performances I remember. In the same 

way, when I hear myself out of tempo when playing Western music, I make myself feel a sense 

of playing ahead so I stay on time.85 

The importance of time extends not only to punctuality in work situations or playing 

music in time, but to the soundscape and the way we hear and experience the world around us. 

When hearing the soundscape of downtown from far away, there is a sonic experience that 

resembles hearing a marching band that has just passed and is blocks away. There is not a clear 

sound of the city, nor silence. The city’s sound seems to resonate in the ear along with the breath 

and one’s footsteps, or dogs barking in the background. When not concentrating on the 

immediate surroundings, one can also contemplate the high buildings, the mountains surrounding 

the city, and depending on the neighborhood, also enjoy different sounds that go along with the 

                                                 
together to sing folk songs), chupa (a meeting with the whole purpose of drinking alcohol), or a birthday gathering 

vary according to the time of the event. For a nighttime event with no children involved, being two to three hours 

late is common. For birthday gatherings for children, more punctuality is understood. 
85 It took me a very long time to realize the difference in time I encounter in music. After months of searching, 

and body feeling exercises where my flute professor Eva Amsler recommended listening to the music of my city, 

playing melodies from my memories, playing in Baroque style, and dancing while playing, I was able to identify this 

“lateness.” After this realization, it became easier to talk about how to be on tempo, and how to teach this to students 

in Bolivia or other places that had similar listening patterns.  
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different views its topography allows: “La Pérez tiene un sonido, la 16 de Julio tiene otro, la 21 

tiene otro, el cruce de Villa Copacabana tiene otro, la plaza España tiene otro y el barrio Jailón 

…no sé si es una secuencia o que…hay diversidad de todo, de comportamientos de sonidos…” 

[La Perez has a sound, 16 de Julio has another, the 21 has another, Cruce of Villa Copacabana, 

Plaza España, the richest neighborhood, I don't know if it is a sequence, but there is a diversity of 

everything, of the way sound behaves…].86 

 

 

Figure 7. Dogs walking around he city. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga, July 2017 

As mentioned in the previous chapter, and as recording producer Navarro indicates, there 

are many sounds that create a diversity in the behavior of sound in La Paz. He further 

exemplifies how this changes according to the neighborhood. The distribution of people in the 

city follows class lines. Living in one neighborhood versus another most likely indicates one’s 

wealth. Living further to the south in the famous “Zona Sur,” the residential upper-class area, can 

also showcase a different sonic experience. The downtown neighboring zonas87 contain middle-

class society and businesses having much more movement and sound. 

                                                 
86 Navarre. Interview. La Paz, July 2017. 
87 Neighborhoods such as Miraflores, Sopocachi, or San Pedro. 
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V: ¿Cuál es el sonido del centro? [V: How does it sound downtown?] 

P:  Mucha mezcla de sonidos bocinazos, putazos, [A mixture of sounds: car horns, 

yelling]. 

V: ¿Y más alejado… en Sopocachi?, [How about further away… Sopocachi?] 

P: Mas calmado [P: Calmer]. 88 

There is also a sense of motionless life when surrounded by the mountains: 

Levantas la mirada y ves montañas que me da la sensación de que el tiempo se para y eso 

es silencio, entonces es una imposición de dos cosas, … como que el tiempo no corre, 

como que escuchas ruido, pero el tiempo no corre. [You can raise your head and look at 

the mountains that bring a sensation of timelessness, and that is silence; then there’s a 

layering of two things…as if time isn’t passing, as if you hear the noise, but time isn’t 

passing].89  

 

Neighborhoods on the outskirts of the city are either wealthy or poor. In the richer ones, 

tranquility and the sounds produced by a gate or the person who is taking care of it are most 

common. In much poorer places other sounds are heard, like barking groups of dogs surrounding 

the garbage dumps, and if located even further out, other animals like cows or pigs. When asked 

about the sounds in the city of La Paz, a former lawyer of the OSNB mentions specific kinds of 

music: 

De escuchar en la ciudad… cumbia y música folclórica, ahora que sonidos identifican 

más a La Paz en el contexto andino vas a encontrar si o si charango y zampoña, lo 

vientos, osea los vientos…un sonido de montaña, del viento de la montaña, donde si 

puedes escuchar realmente susurros. La montaña tiene silencio, no vas a encontrar otros 

animales entonces ese susurro se puede parecer a una zampoña, se puede parecer a una 

quena. [Listening in the city… cumbia and folk music. Sounds that identify La Paz in the 

Andean context are charango, siku; winds…a mountain sound, a sound of mountain 

wind, where one can hear whispers. The mountain has its silence, one cannot find other 

animals there, so this whispering can resemble the sound of a siku or kena].90 

 

                                                 
88 Pérez. Interview. La Paz, July, 2017. 
89 Cuellar. Interview. La Paz, July, 2017. 
90 Iturri. Interview. La Paz, July 2017. 
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 La Paz sounds are a part of a composition that some musicians are in tune with. The sounds 

of place are the sounds incorporated into our music. Arancibia tells the anecdote of going to a 

sightseeing space, high up in the hills where there is a nice view of the city.91 He compares it to a 

television not tuned to any channel, where all sounds combine to generate an indefinite white 

noise: “No podría describirlo más que esa experiencia física que he tenido, en términos más 

poéticos, pero si siento que el sonido de La Paz de alguna forma, se traspasa a la música que yo 

hago.” [I could not describe this any better than as a physical experience that I’ve had, in more 

poetic terms, but I feel the sound of La Paz transfers somehow to the music I do].92 

 

Figure 8. The City of La Paz at night. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga. 

 

Music in La Paz: a quick walk through history 

Archeological records contain the only evidence of musical activity in the Andean 

highlands of Bolivia prior to the arrival of the Spanish. Although poorly preserved, Tiwanaku 

                                                 
91 KilliKilli. 
92 Arancibia. Interview. La Paz, July, 2017. 
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culture archeological remains contain siku, flute players, and drums. The next evidence of music 

making in other civilizations at the time of the Spaniards are written accounts of performances, 

musicians, and styles, which provide evidence that musical production existed at least during the 

time of the Inca Empire.93 Idiophones, membranophones, many aerophones, chordophones, and 

later western instruments were in these accounts. 94  

In these traditions, a community-based structure of music performance was practiced, and 

composition was very different from the western music concepts we use today. New melodies 

were created as a collective process where motifs were suggested or conceived during group 

performance and always surrounded by nature. Sikureadas and tarkeadas are examples of this 

practice that still exist.95 Additionally, although instrumental performance in this period was 

mostly an activity for men, some vocal forms required female voices, but could not be complete 

without male voices and/or accompaniment. 96 

Although musical research of traditional indigenous practices in the area is difficult due 

to the lack of primary historical sources, most of the music existent today is understood to have 

survived orally. Musicians started creating music with thematic ideas about the environment and 

rituals that featured spirits of ancestors, the sun, the moon, mountain deities, lightning, animal 

                                                 
93 A. Taher, “Music History,” Andean Nation, last modified 2016, accessed April 11, 2016, 

http://andeannation.com/music-history/ 
94 Examples of idiophones are: Triangles, llama bells, cencerro, matraca, ju’tas, membranophones: bombo, 

wankara, tambora, wankara, chinki; aerophones: Panpipes (zampoña, sikus) jula, jula, pifano, pututu, tarka, 

mohoceño, pinkillus, pifano; and Chordophones: charango, and guitarrilla; western instruments are Brass, trumpets, 

violins. 
95 Many of the dance parades in La Paz have sikureadas and tarkeadas. Sikureada is a practice of interlocking 

notes of sikus during the dry season, normally accompanied by a bombo. Sikus are built in pairs; a scale is played by 

two people (arca-ira) that alternate their half of notes with the other. This practice has no solo variant and reflects the 

communal solidarity that is a defining feature in many Andean communities. Tarqueadas include tarkas, tambor, and 

bombo, and are played in the rainy season to bring rain for the crops. Mostly heterophonic, though when performed 

in major fiestas like carnival, different groups of tarkeadas can be heard simultaneously. 
96 The Harawi from Peru is one of the oldest musical forms. It is sung a capella by older women and it is one of 

the few Latin American genres performed without instrumental accompaniment - Moore, Robin D., and Walter 

Aaron Clark. Musics of Latin America (2012:330). 



47 

fertility, and the Pachamama [mother earth]. Alongside the yearly agricultural cycle that affected 

the sounds and instruments for the creation of these melodies, other cyclical activities, such as 

what later became Catholic celebrations, are the excuse for a fiesta,97 for example, the birth of 

Christ, or Holy Week, etc.98  

As I mentioned in the previous chapter, today, dance is prominent in fiestas in the 

highlands of La Paz, where costumes and choreographies show the influence of theater and are 

performed multiple times a year in a parade like “entradas,” school events or private parties. 

Many of these “traditional” dances include a burlesque or pantomimic aspect.99 Entradas 

folkloricas are the primary spaces where this music is heard in the city nowadays. However, 

some of these traditions persist in the countryside only a few hours away.100 Many musicians of 

the OSNB, CPM, or the military institute make money by playing in the bands that accompany 

the parades. 

Colonization and the Search for National Identity 

Fernando Ríos, in his doctoral dissertation, depicts the history of music making in 

Andean La Paz from the time of colonization to the late 1960s. His research is the best-known 

account of the genres and groups that existed in La Paz from this time. He describes Bolivia as 

“The only country in all the Americas where the foremost national music prominently and 

overtly references Amerindian cultural practices … Andean folkloric music has long functioned 

as a more prominent emblem of Bolivian national identity than other realms of national 

                                                 
97 What we call today Fiestas were celebrations where most music and dance happen in sites or important places 

of the villages normally according to the time of the year. Aside from rituals, they are celebrations of different 

anniversaries or what is today a recreational opportunity; they also serve as the occasion for courtship and social 

interaction. 
98 H. Stobart, “Bolivia,” in The Garland Handbook of Latin American Music, ed. by Dale Olson and Daniel E. 

Sheehy (New York: Routledge, 2000): 417-37.  
99 H. Stobart, “Bolivia,”: 428. 
100 The most traditional practices are tarkeada and sikureada, and mocenhada closer to the valleys. Huayno is 

heard, and on the radio nowadays, chicha from Peru.  
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culture.”101 In the nineteenth century, despite the prejudices of the day against indigenous people, 

Andean indigenous ensembles danced in downtown La Paz during annual Catholic celebrations. 

As in the colonial period, the criollos during this Republican-era imitated European models of 

music composition. The Bolivian military brass band repertory was very popular and mainly 

consisted of European genres, particularly marches, waltzes, polkas, Cuban habaneras, Spanish 

pasodobles, and Italian cavatinas.102  

In the 1920s and 1930s, the Incan fox trot became popular in La Paz. This sound was 

heard everywhere during the Chaco War (1932-1935).103 Estudiantinas were the main ensembles 

performing this kind of music. These ensembles can be described as large string orchestras 

comprising mainly guitars and mandolins, along with singers and percussion instruments in some 

cases. Estudiantinas were especially popular among the mestizo working class in the late 1930s 

and early 1940s. This early twentieth century soundscape of La Paz is a part of its identity as a 

place and contributed to what is today. The group Música de Maestros, also called Orquesta 

criolla,104 is the most famous ensemble in this genre, and tours around the world.105 One of the 

                                                 
101 F. E. Ríos, “Music in Urban La Paz, Bolivian Nationalism, and the Early History of Cosmopolitan Andean 

Music: 1936-1970,” (Ph.D. diss., University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2005), 4.  
102 Ríos, “Music in Urban La Paz,” 28. Also, Accounts by flutist Hugo Alvarez, a musician that worked both in 

the military and as a member of the Symphony Orchestra, describe how the Military Bands during this period 

included some of the most prominent professional musicians. Most taught at the Conservatory after its founding in 

1907, and many of their students joined the National Symphony Orchestra. See H. Alvarez, interview by author, 

January 25, 2016. 
103 Ibid: 25.  
104 Founded in 1989, the group aims to preserve the Bolivian musical repertoire. For more information, see 

“Fundación Música de Maestros,” Facebook, last updated April 2016, accessed April 11, 2016, 

http://www.facebook.com/Fundaci%C3%B3c-M%C3%BAsica-de-Maestros-

230721740312059/info/?tab=page_info. Many prominent musicians of the National Symphony Orchestra are a part 

of this group, especially those that play strings and French horn. As a musical example, see video of “Boquerón 

Abandonado” at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B2vpWOFEAbs 
105 C. Asturizaga, interview by author, April 12, 2016. He is a member of this ensemble and toured Europe with 

the group for two months in 2010. Additionally, the group performed at the World Folk Festival of Music and Dance 

in Beijing, China during their Asian tour.  
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most popular musical genres of this time is huayno, which along with Colombian cumbia led to 

the new chicha music heard in most places of the city nowadays.106 

Upscale venues in downtown La Paz, generated by the 1944 Pro-Bolivian Music 

Ordinance, featured local musical practices including orquestas de jazz and orquestas típicas as 

regular performances at boites and confiterías.107 In addition to live music, the venues also 

offered beer, hard liquor, dancing, and strippers.108 Around the same time, different festivals of 

dance and music took place. In 1955, the Folkloric Music and Dance Roundtable took place after 

the III Festival de Música y Danza. The official goals of this ‘First Folkloric Music and Dance 

Roundtable’ were preservation (for Indians) and folklorization (for non-Indians) of Andean 

indigenous musical practices.109 The culture of music and dance developed at this time became 

the incubator for today’s peñas,110 festivals, and social happenings. Although different across 

various cities and in the countryside, they “… mark a wide variety of celebrations and 

anniversaries … besides acting as foci for ritual activity, celebration, recreation, and 

opportunities for courtship and social interaction.”111 

The Music Scene during the 1960s in La Paz 

Around the 1960s, a cosmopolitan phenomenon spread through Bolivia and much of the 

Americas known as the nueva ola, which was performed either in English or in Spanish.112La 

                                                 
106 My friends used to joke a lot about chicha (Andean Cumbia). We do not like to admit we like it, but when 

there is a party everyone not only dances to this music but sings along. Most of the public transportation in La Paz 

has the radio on, playing cumbia. 
107 The contemporary understanding of boites and confiterías during the mid-twentieth century refers to a 

“hangout” place; that is, a location to get a drink and see a show. 
108 Ríos, “Music in Urban La Paz,” 164. 
109 Ibid., 230-31.  
110 R. Mendoza, interview by author, April 8, 2016. Ronald Mendoza grew up making money in these 

institutions, earning about two dollars a night per performance and selling CDs to tourists. As a dancer, the variety 

show he and his brothers offered in his group Corazon de America allowed him to pay for his studies at the 

Conservatory and the expenses of music education.  
111 Stobart, “Bolivia,” 334.  
112 Ríos, “Music in Urban La Paz,” 502. “New wave” mainly referred to Latin American variants of North 

American and British rock and roll.   
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Paz rock gigs were at private parties and dance party halls, and “the usual thing [to do] was drink 

a fashionable non-alcoholic refreshment named ‘Ice Cool’ and eat ‘hot dogs’ which had recently 

arrived [in La Paz].”113 While this music appealed to many young Bolivian musicians, during the 

1970s, the folkloric conjunto114 instruments regained enough popularity that they were taught in 

a few schools in La Paz.115  

Bolivian urban soundscapes with entradas, or entrance parades, for celebrations of 

church-related festivities and other hybrid religious-pagan festivities created in the time of 

colonization, “became one of the most important manifestations of Bolivian national culture.”116 

In addition to this style of music, the Festijazz was created in 1987. Today this festival attracts 

the world’s most important jazz players, and it is “the most important incubator of the Bolivian 

jazz music scene.”117 In this festival, fusions of jazz and Andean traditional sounds are heard. 

The soundscapes of various times have been merged and created these new soundscapes that we 

hear today participates in the construction of another Bolivian national identity.  

Additionally, recently there have been many professional musicians doing research, 

performing, and composing a fusion of indigenous practices with the skills coming from classical 

music traditions. Musical groups playing cumbia, the birth of the Orchestra of Native 

Instruments of Bolivia (OEIN) led by prominent composer Cergio Prudencio, and the inclusion 

of teaching of "native" instruments and music are byproducts not only of migration of people 

                                                 
113 Ibid., 505.  
114 A very prominent conjunto folklorico in Bolivia is the group Kjarkas that follows in the footsteps of group 

Los Jairas. El conjunto folklorico utilizes the instrumentation of a estudiantina: guitars, charangos, bombos, sikus 

and singers. Most of the songs have universal themes like love, despair and celebrations of different festivities.  
115 W. Sánchez, “La música popular en la ciudad de Cochabamba (1900-1992),” Taquipacha 1(1): 12-52 

(Cochabamba, Bolivia: Centro de Documentación de Música Boliviana), 42.  
116 Ibid., 142-43.  
117 Asturizaga, interview, 2016. Many of the up-and-coming jazz groups are invited to perform along with the 

most important musicians of the world. Masterclasses, compositions, books, and collaborations are a part of the 

ramifications of its existence.  
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from the countryside into the city but also of admiration and honoring the past with acts of the 

present. 

Reminiscence of my Early Sonic World 

When thinking about my sonic memories of La Paz, I remember hearing the radio, mostly 

the stations that my parents or older siblings had on. The city of La Paz, where I grew up in the 

1980s, hosted a very different soundscape than what it is there now. My mom and dad listened to 

their LP collection of western music such as Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, what I now refer to as 

“classical” music. They also listened to cassettes of French singers of the 1970s, rock from 

various countries, Christmas villancicos (carols), and folkloric dance music of Bolivia118. Among 

these sounds, I also heard my older brother and sister playing violin/piano duets and classical 

music solos, as well as pop music on the radio. 

While my musical training started with piano lessons at age eight, it really took off at the 

CPM, where I learned to play the flute. However, it was not through playing the flute that I had 

my first music-making experience; in fact, I do not have a vivid memory of the first time. What I 

do remember is using percussion instruments119 during Christmas Carols, singing and dancing 

from a very young age, and watching my parents host guitarreadas.120 

                                                 
118 In most Bolivian genres, music and dance are inseparable, and the physical act of dancing is often of great 

ritual significance." In H. Stobart, "Bolivia," in The Garland Handbook of Latin American Music, edited by Dale 

Olson and Daniel E. Sheehy (New York: Routledge, 2008): 428. Famous national dances are costumed and 

choreographed during the main celebration of Carnaval de Oruro, one of UNESCO's Masterpieces of the Oral and 

Intangible Heritage of Humanity. Dances performed during this festival include Antawara, Bailecito, Caporales, 

Cueca, Ch'utas, Diablada, Kullawada, Kusillos, Llamerada, Morenada, Saya, Sicu, Tinku, Tobas, and Waca Waca. 

For further information on these dances, see http://www.boliviabella.com/bolivian-music-types.html 
119 The cencerro, matraca, chascas, bombo, and any other percussive invention, like those sticks with many 

vintage coke caps tied with an iron cable are still used to accompany the carol singing.   
120 A quitarreada, in my experience, happens in any occasion of gathering family or friends. It involves a guitar 

player skilled in all current and popular songs, and a singer. People in these gatherings sing, dance, and play along 

with percussive instruments. The classically trained musicians usually showcase their skills in popular and folk 

tunes and abilities to play kena, bombo, charango, or even guitar and other typical Andean instruments.  

http://www.boliviabella.com/bolivian-music-types.html
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Figure 9. Guitarreada. Photographs by Vivianne Asturizaga, July 2016 

 

My years at the conservatory were standard: music lessons, chamber music, solo work, 

some chamber orchestra,121 and a very rigid training in theory and history. Many of my 

professional music friends share similar upbringings, especially those with similar 

socioeconomic backgrounds. However, not everyone had the access I had. In a privileged 

middle-class household; many started their music training at a later age,122 or have had to fight 

the cultural misunderstanding which stereotypes musicians as bohemian. 

                                                 
121 The Conservatory education in my early years was limited to solfeggio, rhythm, history, and instrument 

lessons. There was only a chamber orchestra, which did not include winds most of the time, and when it did, the 

flute parts were very simple. Because of this, I was a founding member of the symphonic band, and the first director 

and creator of the children’s band program. When growing up, the conservatory had much less organized curricula 

or anything comparable to the band experience high school or middle school children get in the U.S. Though it was 

the only institution for higher-level music training, after fourteen or fifteen years of study, only a conservatory 

diploma was given. I was the first woman flutist (the second flutist after a male classmate), to graduate in the history 

of the conservatory, which was founded in 1907.  
122 My early music education was shared with many children my age, but through time, most of them left the 

Conservatory. I remember a class for musical styles of music, where I was the youngest (sixteen) of all of my 

classmates; there was even a forty-year-old man. In my last three years, my classmates were five to ten years older 

than me, and at that time, they were from other places of the country dedicated only to music, a very rare thing to 

find. Nowadays, this has changed; there are more people in higher-level classes and they have a smaller age range. I 

had a student that was twenty–three and about to graduate with colleagues about her age.  
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In contrast to many of my musician friends who played multiple instruments,123 I did not 

play other instruments. My sister,124 for example, enjoyed going into the communities outside the 

city and has not only performed but also composed for some of the typical “indigenous” 

instruments and music styles.125 My brother126 has performed extensively with folklore groups 

and has done many recordings with fusion groups. Also, many of my conservatory friends were 

very familiar with the Bolivian Andean Music language and instruments, traveling to perform 

and showcasing the beauties of the Andean music-making language. 

Although I was familiar with the music enough to recognize styles, different practices, 

and the history, I was also very busy, living as a teenager with the aspirations to explore the 

world outside my country, and did I not develop a deep appreciation of Andean music.127 What I 

did enjoy, however, was dancing. I was a part of the main dance group representing my middle 

and high school dance program.128 We traveled to represent our school at international dance 

symposiums. Even though we did learn classical ballet as basics for posture and movement, we 

mostly choreographed folkloric dances, those dances that would be performed in the many 

                                                 
123 Most musicians and non-musicians were able to play a vast repertoire of Bolivia folklore in kena, bombo, 

charango, guitar, tarka, or pinkillu. 
124 Wendy Asturizaga, a pianist winner of many awards in Bolivia, has graduated from the National 

Conservatory of Music, where she taught for many years. She is currently working with Jehova's Witnesses helping 

in the linguistics department for translations English, Aymara, and Spanish.  
125 Although as a woman she was not allowed into many of the forms of music-making in the communities, she 

was very curious and had an inclination for the Andean countryside soundscape.  
126 Asturizaga plays kena, guitar, charango, tarkas and many aerophones, as well as chordophones and 

idiophones.  
127 I never wanted to learn other styles of music. My interest in leaving the country came from talking to a 

variety of tourists. I loved showing them the best views of the mountains and lakes around or outside the city. I also 

had so many wonderful memories of having lived one year in Italy and another in Switzerland, that I wanted this 

kind of first-world life and thinking, instead of the "chaotic," "non-sophisticated" organization in my city.  
128 My private school had one music hour a week in the curriculum. During first to fifth grade, the hour was 

spent learning anthems, or if a cool teacher showed up, learning other instruments. I was for example lucky to be 

introduced to the tarka when I was eight and performed tarkeadas during class time. This was not the norm, and 

normally music hours were either dull or fun while not being enriching. Starting in sixth grade, however, I could 

choose if I wanted to learn instruments for a marching band, guitar, or join the choir, the estudiantina, or dance.  
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parades in the city during the year,129 and especially during carnival, as the dances that were 

done at the end of each quinceañera party, guitarreada, or gathering. 

Venues 

As in any cosmopolitan city, the venues that produce music are many and very different 

depending on the music to be performed. The main theater is Teatro Municipal and is located 

downtown, this is a place where operas, and the larger productions happen. The OSNB has 

another important place called Centro Sinfonico where all OSNB concerts happen.130 School, 

cultural organization, embassy, and Bank auditoriums are other important spaces for music in the 

city. They tend to be smaller and most of the times more accessible to performer initiatives 

although most only offer free concert spaces. Apart from these stages, small cafes, bars, and 

clubs also provide performance locations and the musical style which is most likely not classical 

music. Private practices in weddings, services, and other parties are also very common.  

A new initiative by the city provided another means for performance and has created 

already a buzz. The more prestigious musicians generally have two or more performances during 

the Larga Noche De Museos [lengthy museum night], in which all museums and venues open 

and offer special treats for wondering citizens.  

Twenty-First Century Music in La Paz 

Recently published, Opera Chola by Mauricio Sanchez Patsy aims to explain the 

relationship between musical production and consumption in Bolivia today, or in other words 

perhaps explain some of the Bolivian identity through popular music.131 As explained earlier in 

the chapter, during the nineteenth century Bolivians were using different genres of music to 

                                                 
129 It is commonly understood that one is not a true Bolivian without having experienced the “entradas 

folkloricas” hard-core dancing and drinking.  
130 Since it is now overseen by the state, performing in this venue has become a very difficult possibility 
131 “Opera chola música popular SANCHEZ Librería, Papelería y Editorial Gisbert y Cia. S.A.”30 
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establish the national identity. Sanchez investigates three tendencies that summarize the current 

musical trends in the city of La Paz styles that built upon one another to create this newer 

soundscape: Folkloric, modern, and tropical music, mostly represented by cumbia. 132 

Anthropologist Michelle Bigenho noticed during her fieldwork in La Paz that "many 

Bolivian musicians in the city expressed absolute disdain for cumbia music, and yet…this genre 

was probably the single most popular music in both urban and rural contexts."133 Her account 

matches my memory of the La Paz of my late teen years. However, in my last visit, in my search 

for this cumbia everywhere, I recorded many instances in which the mini-bus that played cumbia 

in my memories instead played other kinds of music, including classical, alternative rock, heavy 

metal, hip-hop, and even no music at all. A visitor can also hear the new trends on the street and 

new arts emerging from those interactions: “Y en algunas plazas a veces hay gente que está 

bailando con música… ponen una radio y ponen folclórico, están bailando no sé qué ritmo será 

hay una música ahora de moda coreana, break dance, esos pasitos.” [In some town squares, 

there are people dancing… listening to the radio or folkloric music, I am not sure what kinds of 

rhythms, Korean music perhaps, break dancing, and other dances like that]. 134 In my interviews 

I found that musicians performed a variety of other genres such as classical music, pop, folk, 

jazz, blues, hip-hop, punk, techno, and world music. 

                                                 
132 The author includes in this traditional, indigenous, folkloric, and neo-folkloric; modern is rock, jazz, pop, 

ballad; tropical is cumbia villera, pop tropical, huayno cumbia, techno cumbia, etc.  
133 Bigenho, Michelle. Sounding Indigenous: Authenticity in Bolivian Music Performance. New York: Palgrave. 

(2002):29. 
 
134 Perez. Interview. La Paz, July, 2017. 
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Figure 10. Opera El compadre. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga, July 2016 

 

Digitalization, radio, TV, internet access, live music, dance parades, and emerging 

technologies constitute the new era for music consumption and performance. The case in La Paz 

is very particular since the links between space, traditions, time, motion, and technology now 

play a role in its authenticity; where culture, traditions, and movement are woven into a unique 

soundscape. Music production today seems to ask, what society, and which patterns within 

society, will need to be heard, and to which social ends?135 

Perhaps the term neoliberal capitalism coined by Taylor where “new modes of 

production, consumption and production of cultural commodities such as music” that results in 

free markets and the practices that emphasize the individual is indeed something happening in La 

Paz.136 This results in free markets, and music is seen as a commodity and the value of this 

cultural commodity is given by the particular social group that consumes it. 

                                                 
135 Comunicaciones, “La Música en Bolivia”: 298-300 
136 Timothy Dean Taylor. Music and Capitalism: A History of The Present (Chicago, IL: Chicago University 

Press, 2016), 6. 
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Figure 11. View from Sopocachi. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga, July 2017. 

 

 

Figure 12. Musicians playing at church. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga, July 2017
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CHAPTER 4 

 

CAPITAL 

 As discussed, Bourdieu’s main formula to understand daily practices in the social world 

is based on three main components: habitus, fields and capital. This chapter is based on capital, 

most specifically, the forms of capital employed in the case of classically trained musicians in La 

Paz and their practices. According to Bourdieu, depending on the field (territorios), capital can 

exist in four ways: economic, social, cultural, and symbolic.137 Economic capital can convert 

directly into the maximization of profit or accumulation of money. The other forms of capital can 

transform eventually into a source of income. The transformation, however, is not into materials 

or assets that create a profit in the economic sense, but from priceless things that convert into an 

intangible profit than later can become tangible. The following will present the resources that 

support music making in terms of capital for classically trained musicians in the city of La Paz. 

Social, economic, cultural, and symbolic capital as suggested by Bourdieu will frame this 

description. 

Social Capital 

 To work in a more pragmatic way, people in a society create networks that help each 

other. Partnerships, institutional agreements, associations and organizations are set up to aid this 

endeavor as well as other informal friendships, relations or other interactions.  These connections 

or social obligations are forms of social capital,138 which is defined as the "resources embedded 

                                                 
137 Richardson, J. Handbook of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education (1986), Westport, CT: 

Greenwood, pp. 241–58. 
138 Ibid. 214. 
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in a social structure which are accessed and mobilized in purposive actions."139 The following 

section names the most important institutions, and their importance in social capital. 

Institutions 

 Among the many musical institutions, the CPM, OSNB, and the now emerging Bolivia 

Clásica are the major establishments that make available opportunities for social connections due 

to their reputation among the classically trained musicians in the city. Relationships and social 

networks are based on performance in these organizations - as a performer, student or instructor. 

The CPM was recognized by the Minister of Education as one of the two music institutions in 

the country to provide a national B.A. degree in music.140 The OSNB is the only professional 

orchestra in the country that has paid personnel for the whole year. Since the OSNB and CPM 

are the oldest, government-sponsored institutions, and the ones who hire the most recognized 

musicians in town, they have become the most vital establishments. Musicians working with 

them have yearly salaries, and some also have other health insurance and retirement plans.  

 Other institutions such as the new universities of Loyola, UPB, and El Alto orchestra 

academy, Luis Felipe Arce School of Music, and the military school, are centers of music 

education as well. Students and teachers from each institution also share similar ideals regarding 

music making and performing to those of the CPM and OSNB, but their prominence is shadowed 

by both CPM and OSNB. Most musicians performing in the aforementioned institutions share 

similar training and belong to the different groups based on their education. These musicians 

share a cohort-like system where they grew up and share their music experiences and gain honor 

through demonstrating their different skills at their establishments. 

                                                 
139 Burt, Cook, and Lin, Social Capital: Theory and Research: 12 
140 Ministerio de Educación. Guías De Instituciones De Formación Artística Fiscales y de Convenio. La Paz,  
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 “Talleres” at Catholic University is a very important cohort system that I have not yet 

mentioned. The musicians that graduated from this music seminar have received the national 

B.A. in music with an emphasis in composition and conducting, unlike students of CPM. This 

degree gives the students of the program a different rank of prestige in the country. These two 

music seminars were led by one of the most renowned Bolivian contemporary composers of this 

time, Alberto Villalpando (b.1940).141 The seminars educated two generations of musicians that 

are now the current professionals in the country and abroad.   

 Musicians from these seminars teach or have taught at CPM and perform with the OSNB 

in their multiple roles, as conductors, composer residents, and performers. The first cohort 

started in 1974 and injected a musical competence to the country back in the 1980s, when these 

musicians instructed the newer generation. The second cohort that graduated around 2003 are my 

contemporaries. I was not able to join this program to get a B.A., not only because there were no 

performance degrees offered but also because I was graduating from high school one year after it 

started in 1999. The acceptance in the program was only for those students able to join during 

that first year, making the seminar even more exclusive and the graduates more distinguished. 

The program is known to be very selective and tremendously hard. Today many of the graduates 

are among the musical leaders in the country.   

 New Orchestras. Additionally, many new orchestras have emerged in the last ten years. 

Important new orchestras include the Bolivian Philharmonic, which performs across the country 

                                                 
141 Named the father of Bolivian contemporary music, Villalpando studied composition in the conservatory 

Buenos Aires, Argentina and the Latin American Center for Higher Musical Studies (CLAEM) under Dallapicola, 

Messiaen, Ginastera, among others. Fernández, Agustín. “Alberto Villalpando, padre de la música contemporánea 

boliviana.” La Razon. Retrieved February 24, 2018 at http://www.la-

razon.com/index.php?_url=/suplementos/tendencias/Alberto-Villalpando-musica-contemporanea-

boliviana_0_2082391834.html 
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and invites performers from different institutions of the country,142 as well as different orchestras 

in La Paz, such as Chukiago Marka,143 Sinfonika,144 Orquesta de Mujeres, and Camerata of La 

Paz. It is important to mention that musicians of those orchestras are mostly the same people; the 

performers move to different orchestras according to the need of the orchestra and their 

connections with the management.145 For example, there are just a few flute players146 capable of 

playing advanced orchestra parts, which results in a very active performance agenda for a few. 

 Instruments. Musicians capable and available sometimes do not have the adequate 

auxiliary or quality instruments for some repertoire. For example, few timpani set exist in the 

city, and the orchestra that owned them have easier access for rehearsal space, time and 

conditions to use them. Another example is the fact that there are only two alto flutes in the 

country. One is owned by the CPM and the other by BFA. If a part calls for this instrument, there 

is a lengthy process to utilize the instrument and, in most cases,, it is also to be arranged 

institutionally in order for the CPM to lend it to a performer of the OSNB for example. Another 

option is to hire a musician that has the capacity of borrowing the instrument individually or that 

owns it regardless of their level of performance. 

Other Groups   

 Among the other social groups or spaces where musicians interact, exchange knowledge 

and gain higher status are the group of clarinetists, French horn festival, double reed, the 

                                                 
142 Led by Miguel Salazar and based in Cochabamba, the Philharmonic invites musicians from different 

organizations to participate in one or two concerts a year. 
143 Led by violinist Christian Asturizaga, concertmaster and former executive director of the OSNB. 
144 This orchestra has different guest conductors but is promoted by former OSNB marketing coordinator, 

dancer Rita Calvo. 
145 The change is mostly in management. Funds for these projects are mainly based on donations and tickets 

sold, and the salaries per performance are very low, if any. 
146 The main flute players of the OSNB are the only ones capable of performing all repertoires. There are two 

more teachers that work at the CPM that could also do most of the repertoire, and around four students at the CPM 

that could play second flute parts.  
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Symphonic Orchestra of the Andean Countries (OSJA) and the Bolivian Flute Association 

(BFA) and conventions. The following will describe these organizations/events that are not main 

agents in the city of La Paz, but that play an important role in placing themselves and their 

musicians in the eyes of public acceptance and prestige.  

Symphonic Orchestra of the Andean Countries (OSJA). The Corporacion Andina de 

Fomento (CAF),147 supporting a similar initiative as that of Venezuelan “El Sistema,”148 

organized an international orchestra in 2000. About a hundred and sixty musicians from Bolivia, 

Peru, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Colombia gathered under the direction of Gustavo Dudamel, now 

the LA Philharmonic director. About thirty musicians from each country were selected by 

audition to perform in this orchestra. This was a very important event for Bolivian musicians. 

Through these auditions, the best musicians up to age thirty were selected and hence created a 

sort of elite group of performers. Among the Bolivian musicians, six came from La Paz. 149 From 

this orchestra, a network of Bolivian musicians developed. Most of the Bolivian delegation 

fellows currently make music as a career path. This experience has been crucial for many of us, 

providing the incubator for ideas and of partnerships that continue until today. 

  Bolivian Flute Association (BFA). The BFA is one of the few spaces for a conference–

like place for networking and sharing knowledge. In the year 2012, the recently-formed BFA 

incorporated ideas from U.S.-based professional organizations and developed the first Bolivian 

music convention to be held in La Paz. Before this, there were clarinet and saxophone festivals, 

as well as piano competitions and a festival, but nothing like a convention where not only music 

                                                 
147 Andean corporation hat sponsors development projects for Andean countries https://www.caf.com/en 
148 The Venezuelan Music system, called “El Sistema,” is a social project that aims to provide music education 

with no cost to musicians in Venezuela. Today about about 400 exist and about 700,000 students benefit from 

musical education. El Sistema. Historia. Accessed February 14, 2017. http://fundamusical.org.ve/  
149 Mauricio Wayar (bassoon), Christian Asturizaga, Pamela Duran, Neyza Copa (violin), Mauricio Cespedes 

(viola) and I.   

http://fundamusical.org.ve/


63 

was played but also research and teaching pedagogy, training, and curricula conversed. After this 

initiative, musicians who played other instruments started getting together and organizing their 

own gatherings for clarinet and saxophone, double reeds and French horn. Because of this 

networking initiative, Bolivian flutists have been able to meet and collaborate on pedagogy and 

performance, and three flute players have now left the country150 to further their studies in music.  

 New Roles of Technology. In La Paz today, there are very few musicians that organize 

gatherings like that of the BFA. However, even without conferences, with the aid of technology 

like Facebook or WhatsApp, musicians from across the country in their specific instruments 

started communicating about events, musical happenings, or related activities. It is in this way 

that musicians utilize social media also for professional endeavors. Belonging to a page, or group 

is also important for their social capital, therefore an “artist image” is also needed in this kind of 

media.  Hector Osaki, for example, has multiple YouTube videos of his playing the guitar. He 

places these vides in the different platforms, honoring composers’ special days, or giving a gift 

of music in birthdays, or simply just by sharing what he has been working on. Today he has a big 

following and he is recognized as one of the best guitarists in the city.  

Family 

 The role of families is also a very important factor when thinking of the social networks 

of professional musicians in La Paz. Social support means the families’ understanding of a 

musician’s life. This understanding goes beyond the economic help for a quality instrument 

education, and the understanding of a musician’s lifestyle, it is also the understanding of music, a 

love for music that will make supporters to go to concerts, to give feedback, and to provide 

                                                 
150 Leaving the country to further studies in music is one of the main dreams of musicians in Bolivia. Since 

there is no graduate education in music, many who want to pursue music as a career know they must leave the 

country. In the next chapter, Habitus, I will further explain this mentality. 
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encouragement, or acceptance of the career path. The acceptance also signifies an understanding 

of music as a profession, and not as a bourgeois social class estatus hobby: “Entonces creo que 

es importante el apoyo de los padres, el tema que te dicen tienes el tema económico, el apoyo 

moral y que aguanten tus horas de ensayo aun principio.” [I think parental support is important, 

economic support and moral support that helps you endure your long hours of practice].151 

Additionally, friends of the family are very important connections, I was for example hired on 

multiple occasions by friends of the family for concerts or music at different events.  

 Apart from musical organizations and institutions, other people and institutions such as 

embassies, government officials, and arts administrators are a very important part of the 

development of the La Paz music scene and represent social capital. Knowing the ambassador, or 

participating in a reception of the embassy, and being invited to social gatherings with these 

kinds of people is a part of social capital. Furthermore, in many instances, they not only 

represent social capital but also become the givers or seekers of economic capital, the money, 

assets, property, income, wealth, or funding so much needed in artistic endeavors.  

Economic Capital 

 Economic capital plays an important role in the success of a musical career in Bolivia. To 

start, the economic support of one’s family in terms of education, room and board, and 

purchasing instruments, for example, is a great asset for the fulfillment of a musical career path: 

“…yo no tenía piano y mis papás no tenían plata para comprar un piano, la situación 

económica en Bolivia en ese entonces era terrible, entonces no se podía, bueno me quedé 

frustrado.” [I did not have a piano. My parents did not have money to purchase one, the Bolivian 

economy at the time was terrible, so it was not possible; I was very disappointed].152 

                                                 
151 Mercado, Marlene. Interview. La Paz, July, 2017 
152 Arancibia, Weimar. Interview. La Paz, July 2017. 
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 For those professional musicians today, there is no other way to obtain a degree in music 

but by leaving the country, since the institutions that can grant degrees are just emerging. 

Economic restrictions to obtain a degree hence become accessible only for those who can afford 

to leave the country: “Tengo familia en Estados Unidos … no pude irme porque hubo un 

problema político aquí de una devaluación de la moneda…y ya no ya era muy caro, ya no 

podían hacerlo, entonces me quede aquí después de ser bachiller.” [I have relatives in the 

U.S…but I could not go to study there because there were political problems here that led to 

currency devaluation, so it was too expensive, and I stayed here after my high school 

graduation].153 

 For musicians that are currently studying for a music degree in La Paz, there is also a 

very important component of family support. Unlike in the U.S., most children remain living 

with their parents at home until they either get married or leave town. In many circumstances, a 

stipend is still given for transportation, food, or miscellany. In other cases, no stipend is given, 

but housing and food is completely covered. “… los mayores gastos aún me los están pagando, 

vivo con mi familia, los mayores gastos son techo y comida …. están solventados digamos por 

mi familia” [They pay for my major expenses; I live with my family, so room and board are 

taken care of by my family].154 

 Family understanding and support can also become economic support. In the early years 

of music education, parents play a vital role; their support can change the course of the child’s 

career. The following is a testimony of how a very important musician in La Paz did not support 

the son’s desire to become a musician, and how this conversation was an important pivot in the 

person’s musical career:  

                                                 
153 Arce, Gastón. Interview. La Paz, July 2017. 
154 Flores, Alejandro. Interview. La Paz, July, 2017 
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Siempre he querido ser músico … mi papá que me decía no …. el si era músico…. tú 

estás viviendo en carne propia lo triste y difícil que es vivir de un músico o de un 

profesor en conservatorio; ósea las precariedades económicas eran complicadas para 

que quieres seguir en lo mismo, no, estudia otra cosa que te sirva que te dé más plata. [I 

have always wanted to be a musician…. My father said no. He was a musician… and told 

me about howdifficult life was still then and that what comes from being a musician or 

teacher at the conservatory is economic precarity, his suggestion was to study something 

else that would pay the bills].155 

 

 Sometimes family support is given in assets, with the help of purchasing a very expensive 

instrument (most likely brought from overseas), or with providing a large amount of money for 

an apartment. One way to illustrate this is the use of anticretico in La Paz. Instead of renting 

month to month, a significant amount of money is given once and returned upon the ending of 

the contract.156 In this way, families give the amount of money for an anticretico, and with that, 

there is no need to pay a month to month rent, which changes one’s budget completely.  

…voy casi 2 años en anticrético, ahorras un montón… otras cosas, el que estoy haciendo 

ahorita no es negocio, pero he comprado un estudio y lo estoy vendiendo y estoy ganando 

un poco ahí…estoy viendo si es que lo voy a vender y compro otra cosa o lo voy a dejar 

ahí porque vamos a entrar en un poquito en crisis a finales de este año entonces estoy 

vendo que hacer, pero si algo así como inversiones. […I have been almost two years in 

anticretico, you save a lot…I am also doing some money, it is not a business, but I have 

bought a studio and I am selling it making some money there… I am not sure whether I 

buy another, or I don’t do anything since we will be going into a crisis shortly, but yeah it 

is an extra, something like investments].157 

 

Wages 

The place of professional musicians must also be understood in the context of the music 

industry in La Paz. The following is a brief overview of the differences in performances across 

genres and their possibilities for making a living. The minimum wage in Bolivia is around $175 

a month. Unfortunately, to rent a small apartment near downtown La Paz costs about $600 a 

                                                 
155 Navarre, Gus. Interview. La Paz, July, 2017 
156 The amount of money varies, but it can be ten thousand U.S. dollars for a room, or 25 to 35 for an apartment, 

it all depends on the place, and the landlord.  
157 García. Interview. La Paz, July, 2017 
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month, resulting in many of the socioeconomic separations fashioned around neighborhoods. My 

own salary at the OSNB, the only year-round professional orchestra of the country, with a 

master’s degree in flute performance, was the minimum wage. A full-time position at the 

National Conservatory with the highest rank possible pays about $6 an hour and working forty 

hours a week; one could potentially earn $240 a month, a mere $65 more than minimum wage.  

 A wedding gig as a classical musician pays about $50 to $100 per hour. A normal 

tropical group that normally plays cumbia of eight people earns about $300, giving each 

musician about forty to ninety minutes of music. However, all these prices vary according to the 

service provided, musical arrangement, amplification, stage, and other factors. One of the most 

famous chicha or cumbia groups with five musicians charges about $1,000 for one to two hours 

performance. Unfortunately, cumbia is not viewed highly by music connoisseurs. 

 Although one seemingly obvious solution might be for musicians to avoid stigmatized 

genres as cumbia or Bolivian folklore, the organization of the local industry means that those 

players who focus on more “respected” music risk being unable to support themselves with the 

lower wages paid in the associated venues. While musicians receive little pay and in less 

frequency for those highly recognized music styles, professional musicians continuously work on 

other projects in an almost hidden fashion, so that their classical audience or their peers are not 

aware of their failure. Musicians are“typically dedicated to respected genres … that highlight 

both the musician’s versatility and his or her competence in what is generally accepted to be 

good music.”158 

 Economics of the Professional Musician. Christian Asturizaga’s thesis, “Economics of 

the Professional Musician” (2004), presents an economic profile of the musicians of the OSNB in 

                                                 
158 J. Packman, (2011) “Musicians’ Performances and Performances of ‘Musician’ in Salvador da Bahia, 

Brazil,” Ethnomusicology, 55(3): 434. 
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2003. 159 This work discusses salaries and other forms of compensation. El Embrujo de la Musa 

is a concept that emerged from this research to describe the economics of musicians and their 

preferences in labor, consumption, and understanding of music. This concept is based on three 

main ideas: 1) Baumol’s “Cost Disease” theory160 that deals with the costs associated with 

performance arts that through time only grow, not decrease, 2) the “Work Preference Model” by 

David Throsby161 that indicates a preference to work on artistic endeavors rather than those that 

offer more money, and 3) “The Winner Take All” theory by Frank and Philip Cook.162  

 Asturizaga coined the term Embrujo de la Musa to depict how musicians in La Paz enter 

the music market at an early age, with limited education and a lack of understanding of the 

number of possibilities available when choosing a career and where fame and some payment has 

bewitched them. This is mostly due to the few options of dignified work in Bolivia, a concept 

many young people do not understand, either because they are wealthy income and have other 

means, or because their household never had the chance to perform work with dignity. With 

these conditions, then, musicians can either leave music-making or try to follow the muse: “...A 

través del trabajo van a subvencionar su actividad artística o a través de dineros de familia o a 

través de algún tipo de cuestión económica que les permita realizar su arte, esos son lo que se 

quedan en Bolivia…”[Those who can support their artistic activity through working, or through 

family wealth, or through some other economic support that allows them to make art, those are 

the artists that can stay in Bolivia].163 

                                                 
159 When Asturizaga was collecting the data for his thesis in 2004, I helped, and I also participated in the survey. 

We also collaborated on several occasions with different projects with the orchestra and have had endless 

conversations about his work and the musician’s life in La Paz.  
160 Baumol, Hilda y Baumol, William, “On Finances of Performing Arts During Stanflaton: Some Recent Data,” 

Journal of Cultural Economics, 4(2) (1980): 1-14. 
161 Throsby, David y Withers, Glenn, The Economics of Performing Arts, Londres: Edward Arnold, 1979 
162 Robert H. Frank and Philip J. Cook, The Winner-Take-All Society: Why the Few at the Top Get So Much 

More Than the Rest of Us, Reprint edition (New York, NY: Penguin Books, 1996). 
163 Asturizaga, Christian. Interview. La Paz, July 2017 
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Asturizaga expresses concern when describing this term: 

Efectivamente una situación que por las características del mercado boliviano los músicos 

se quedan atrapados… se quedan aquí …atrapados en una especie de modelo de 

preferecia por el trabajo y dado que muy jóvenes se lanzan al mercado laboral sin haber 

completado y haber tenido todas las experiencias necesarias esto hace que se 

desincentiven, es una especie de enfermedad. [Because of characteristics of the Bolivian 

market, musicians are trapped here; they stay here optioning for work and nothing else, 

trapped in a model of disincentives because musicians start working too early, without the 

necessary experience; it’s a kind of sickness]. 164   

 

 Asturizaga finds that musicians follow certain patterns depending on their labor: 1) those 

who have no need to work, those who are supported in some other way, those who work 

something along the lines of a volunteer, the main consumers of art, 2) musicians who work at 

working in music because they have another source of income that cover basic needs and that as 

long as they are covered monthly, they prefer to do more music even if paid poorly, and 3) those 

artists who live off of their art, working as performers. 

Cultural Capital 

 Cultural capital is the intersection of credentials, knowledge, skills, social status, and state 

of mind. According to Bourdieu cultural capital can occur in three forms: 1) embodied form (i.e. 

"long-lasting dispositions of the mind and body’), habitus, acquired over time, passively 

inherited), 2) objectified form (e.g. books, instruments, tools indicative of education and 

training), 3) institutionalized form (i.e. educational qualifications which confer "entirely original 

properties on the cultural capital which it is presumed to guarantee;" for example, some school 

degrees give more prestige than the others). 165  

To explain cultural capital, I will begin by describing the differences between amateurs 

and professional musicians based on these three cultural capital forms. 1) I approach the 

                                                 
164 Asturizaga, Christian. Interview. La Paz, July 2017 
165 Bourdieu, P. (1986). The forms of capital. In: Richardson, J., Handbook of Theory and Research for the 

Sociology of Education. Westport, CT: Greenwood: 243. 
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embodied form with the musicians understanding of their profession or their long-lasting 

disposition towards music as a profession. 2) The objectified form is exposed by the idea and 

importance of educational qualifications, and of prestige. Finally, in the case of Bolivia, 3) the 

understanding of music as a profession is the institutionalized form; to me a very important 

factor that will reveal the cultural conditioning of citizens of La Paz.  

Charles Seeger’s pioneer writing in this subject, in his article Professionalism and 

Amateurism in the Study of Folk Music indicates: “The distinction between the professional and 

the amateur is commonly made, I believe, on an economic basis. The professional cultivates a 

field as a vocation, a means of livelihood; the amateur, as an avocation, a hobby. Perhaps it is 

equally common to view the professional as a disciplined and the amateur as a comparatively 

undisciplined worker."166 The author further explains how the word amateur originates from the 

Latin “amare,” which implies that one leaves emotion behind when studying to become a 

professional, a more objective and perhaps more methodical way of approaching art.167  

To understand the aforementioned difference, Nelson's "The Education of the Performing 

Musician" raises questions that will be addressed in more detail in the next chapter of this thesis, 

but briefly in this section. Understanding the following questions will explain how a culture sees 

musicians, since to Nelson, audience and musicians together create the discourse of what 

constitutes a professional musician. His questions are 1) Who is a performing musician? 2) What 

can he/she expect to be? 3) What techniques or skills can we expect him/her to have? 4) What 

                                                 
166 Seeger, Charles. Professionalism and Amateurism in the Study of Folk Music. The Journal of American 

Folklore, Vol. 62, No. 244 (1949):107.  
167 The Berlin Philharmonic recently put out a call for amateurs willing to play alongside their musicians, as part 

of their inclusive programming. Anyone not considered a professional musician in the world could apply. What 

interested me the most was their definition of amateur: everyone except a performer who makes a living from 

performance. I, for example, was eligible to apply since I am not earning my living by performing, but as a teaching 

assistant in musicology. I applied to this program and I got selected among the musicians that will to perform. The 

performance will take place in Berlin on May 21 of 2018. 
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repertory can we expect him/her to have?  In this train of thought, I would like to tease out a few 

more questions: 5) Who is a professional musician in La Paz? 6) What studies does a musician 

need to have to be professional? 7) can a musician with no degree making a living with music 

performance be considered a professional? 

In his reflection and suggestions for the study of music as a profession and on accounts 

about wages, Asturizaga168 summarizes the amateur-professional struggle in Bolivia based on the 

patterns of consumption and production, where consumption is performing music for pleasure 

having no economic gratification, and production is when the main source of income is based on 

music performance and economic ratification. Based on this analysis, four different categories of 

musicians are created, those that are: a) primarily a consumer of music, b) more consumer than 

producer, c) more a producer than consumer, and d) mainly a producer of music. Asturizaga 

recommends music academic institutions to plan for their constituents. He suggests that music 

students are more likely to fall into one of these categories, and institutions should be aware of 

this when creating their curricula and practicums, so the expectations are clearly explained and 

fulfilled. He also suggests academic institutions for a strategic plan in which students are also 

introduced to the possibilities of the career inside and outside the country.  

In my interview with the current academic dean of the CPM, she expressed her concern 

about musicians taking other jobs in need to make a living.  

S: …todos tenemos doble profesión y los sueldos así comparando ganas poco, a menos 

que seas muy exitoso y te metas a full proyectos hasta la mitad de un sueldo de un 

profesional normal digamos. [We all have double professions, and salaries are very low 

unless you are very successful with other time projects in addition to your current job to 

make up to at least a half salary of a regular professional one].  

                                                 
168 I applied to this program and I got selected among the musicians that will to perform. The performance will 

take place in Berlin on May 21 of 2018.  
168 “Reflexiones y Propuestas para la Transformación de la Educación Musical a Nivel Superior en Bolivia”  
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V: Si hablamos de unos catorce mil comparados con uno de 200 de salario mínimo, ¿no? 

[So, we are talking about a salary of 14000 versus the minimum salary of 2000?]169 

S: Claro o si te rajas, muchas veces yo he logrado sacar un salario de unos 6000, 7000, 

pero así formalmente también no, no es un salario estable porque no siempre tienes el 

año redondo el salario y lo más estable es la docencia entonces tienes algo estable y algo 

que fluctúa. [Yes. If you work very hard, like sometimes I was able to make about 6 or 7 

thousand bolivianos, but that is not a stable income. Teaching is the best for stability, so 

if you teach your source of income is constant].  

V: Entonces muchos de los músicos tienen que hacer docencia. [So many musicians have 

to teach]. 

S: Creo que no conozco a ninguno que no haya hecho docencia ya sea en clases 

particulares, en el propio conser, en otras academias. [I do not think I know of anyone 

who has done teaching either at the conservatory or in other academies].   

 

Her concerns raise not only the economic issue of professionalism but also a cultural one. 

Does a professional musician need other sources of income? If that is so, what is his/her real 

profession? Will this profession be performance, education, investment, or commerce? Also, if a 

well-known performer does perform other roles in other professions or by performing any style 

of music to gather other sources of income as a musician, will she/he possess the same cultural 

capital as someone who has done many other different things to make a living? And will a 

musician be accepted among other musicians if not fulfilling all the roles of those established 

performers in other fields, music kinds, or settings? 

 At this point it is important to make a distinction. The musicians I am focusing in this 

study are mainly classically trained, and the expectation is to work performing mostly classical 

music. I understand in this context, then, that doing other things to make a living include 

performing other styles of music or participating in other musical endeavors such as cumbia 

groups or teaching at a Conservatory without proper pedagogical training. This is somewhat 

different to those musicians in Salvador, Bahia where many of the musicians that participated in 

                                                 
169 14000 bolivianos can be a good salary for a professional. The minimum salary amounts based on the 

government standards is 2000. As I mentioned before, my contract as a musician with two master’s degrees in the 

OSNB for a half time position was around 1000 bolivianos. 
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Packmann’s research “regardless of whether they have a primary nexus or not, divide their 

attention between several different professional situations in order to piece together a living, 

capitalize on seasonal peaks, maintain or create contacts for the future, and add variety to their 

musical activities.”170 Packman’s findings suggest a performance flexibility of musical styles for 

musicians that perform popular styles of music, where reading a music score is not required, 

whereas the memorization of popular tunes is required. The parallel is the idea behind the 

flexibility to make for living, the flexibility a musician will possess to be a part of multiple 

groups, and projects that provide not only economical returns but social and ultimately political 

returns. Perhaps, even though the OSNB or CPM are not paying the musicians a higher salary, 

the relationships to the institutions might be empowering musicians with the prestige that comes 

along belonging to such establishment.  

 Social pressures can help or hinder the musician’s self-worth and cultural capital as well. 

An interesting example is given by the testimony of one of the musicians. He comments on how 

important it was that he had a lack of social compromises for his development as musician: 

No podía estar estudiando en mis épocas del conser, estudiando y a la vez estarme 

preocupando por mi futuro de la manera tradicional, de la manera en que el sistema se 

supone tiene que seguir osea acabas el colegio entras a la universidad, sales de la 

universidad buscas trabajo etc. … yo tenía que pagar … era complicado no me 

alcanzaba ni para uno ni para otro no …no pagaba una pensión del instituto, pagaba la 

del conser, y así , llenando un hueco con otro hueco, feo. …otra circunstancia que me ha 

ayudado a liberarme de la presión familiar era perder a mi familia, osea no tenía papá, 

mi mama murió, entonces estaba realmente solo viviendo con unos tíos…en adolescente 

te quita un montón de carga… con esa inconciencia de adolescente hago lo que yo quiera 

…voy a vivir debajo de un puente con una buena guitarra. [I could not study much 

during my time at the Conservatory, I was studying and at the same time worrying about 

my future as the system suggests: going straight from high school into pursuing a B.A., 

and from there straight to looking for jobs… Back then, I had to pay my bills, and I could 

only afford to pay one bill at a time, so I was constantly late with my payments, paying 

one at a time, while missing the other. Another circumstance that freed me from family 

pressure was losing my family.  I had no dad, and my mom died at young age, so I was 

                                                 
170 J. Packman, (2011) “Musicians’ Performances and Performances of ‘Musician’ in Salvador da Bahia, 

Brazil,” Ethnomusicology, 55(3): 93 
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really alone, living with my uncles...as an adolescent, that was a huge weight off my 

shoulders...with the ignorance of an adolescent I did what I wanted… ‘I’m going to live 

under a bridge with a guitar’]. 171
  

 

 This example brings to light the fact that families can be of great economic, cultural and 

social capital, but at the same time can create the opposite, a means of opposition and more 

struggle for the aspiring or professional musician. An informant I interviewed, after three 

rejections due to his age, lack of solfeggio, and instrument choice was finally accepted into the 

conservatory without the support of his family. All the rejections made him less accepted at 

home, and he had to provide for himself at an early age if he was to be a musician. The family, 

instead of supporting him, left behind all aid so that each rejection costed more to him. 

The National Bolivian Discourse  

The construction of Bolivian national identity in the second half of the twentieth century 

was a struggle played out through music, and it continues today. A folklorization process started 

developing in the 1960s; the music was not necessarily based on actual traditions, but on the 

building of an imaginary past, that with the help of the music industry became reality. The 

national discourse became an indigenous one, where the Indian became the essence and 

representative of Bolivian culture. In this discourse, the Indian and Spanish inside of all 

mestizos172 was the common denominator where recognizing the indio that resides inside was the 

formula for a national being.173 Bolivian folklore became a repository of national identity, for 

instance the Andean landscape became a symbol of the desired past having a hint of modernism. 

It is during this time that this nationalism idea led to a golden time for Bolivian folklore, in 

                                                 
171 Osaki, Hector. Interview. La Paz July 2017 
172 Mestizo is a racial and cultural mixing of indios and Spanish, where indios were campesinos, and cholos 

were mestizos, and criollos replaced the Spanish, considered the newer elite. 
173 Sánchez Patsy, Mauricio. La Opera Chola, 2017: 35-47 
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which the search for modernization, and Occidentalizing musical traditions thought as the 

“Indian” roots in music became the new discourse and musical emblem for Bolivia.174  

Nevertheless, the prestige of folk music is still looked down upon from the aristocratic 

OSNB perspective. Although new programming has been in place, there is a debate as to 

whether the orchestra should continue the universal repertoire or dedicate a bigger portion of the 

season in music of Bolivian traditions, or those orchestra arrangements of folkloric music that 

can potentially bring higher economic benefits. Therefore, in some ways, some people still live 

under a colonizing mentality in which the western traditions of music have a higher rank than 

those folkloric ones. On the other hand, there are some others who believe in exploring our 

identity without eliminating any of the western or Andean musical styles, but in mixing them 

into one. 

Symbolic Capital 

Symbolic capital is “the form that the various species of capital assume when they are 

perceived and recognized as legitimate”175 for an individual it could be status or prestige. To 

explain this further, I will draw examples of the possibilities existent in La Paz, and what 

happened when I came to the U.S.  

Conclusive Thoughts on Capital 

  When I asked the question of what it would be like if born in another place, La Paz 

musicians’ answers demonstrated a sense of pride in being a musician, and Bolivian, but a lack 

of self-assurance. I asked, what is lacking? What is needed? The overall response was capital in 

all its forms: institutions for music, better teachers, better connections internationally, money to 

                                                 
174 Ibid.:77-89. 
175 Bourdieu, Pierre. "Social Space and Symbolic Power." Sociological Theory 7, no. 1 (1989): 17. 

doi:10.2307/202060.  
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buy better instruments, resources to travel, a dignified life, recognition as professionals, 

governmental support: “¿Si habría nacido en Berlín? Osea…de La Paz a Berlín, no sé, hay una 

diferencia enorme, ¿no? ¿Socialmente, económicamente… creo que también eso influye…unas 

de las potencias en Europa…y Bolivia un país en vías de desarrollo…” [If I were born in 

Berlín? I mean, from La Paz to Berlin, there is a big difference, right? Socially, economically, I 

think that’s important… one of the most powerful countries in Europe…. Bolivia a developing 

country…].176  

During the interviews for this thesis, I often wondered what my life would have been, had 

I grown up in the U.S. or somewhere comparable where resources are completely different. It is 

after this exercise that I could understand my own capital. It was when I understood what it 

meant to have attended the only institution of music in one country with its teachers and 

resources, or whether I could purchase an instrument based on the availability or my economic 

hardship to acquire it. I can understand now how my mind was shaped according to the 

education I received at the institution I attended, the concerts I was able to attend, the lack of 

possibilities, and the possibilities available that inspired my passion and curiosity for music. I 

appreciate the people I met, the wages of work I have obtained, and the advice from my 

colleagues in my home country.  

When I was in Bolivia, I did not know the existence of the field of music education, or 

music therapy, nor Arts Administration. The Internet was just starting, and the access to musical 

scores, research literature and trained musicians were scarce. It was only when I arrived at 

Florida State University that I could start comprehending the difference, the importance and the 

                                                 
176 Garcia, Andrea. Interview. La Paz, June 2017.  
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many options I had when studying music, the possibilities given in a music library, an adviser, or 

a colleague with information about a masterclass or of a performance opportunity.  

The case of Bolivia, and in particular La Paz, is based on institutions that throughout the 

years have established a sense of respect and recognition such as the CPM and OSNB but have 

yet struggled for survival and governmental support. Additionally, in La Paz, musicians during 

the last ten years started developing relationships with themselves and others in the country - 

forming alliances, associations such as the BFA, or participating in national and international 

events that helped raise a sense of knowledge, pride, recognition, and a sense of pride. These 

encounters at the same time provided musicians opportunities to create a newer perspective in 

music making that did not exist previously and to gain prestige. The growth of orchestras and 

musical academies is a result of these shifts of social capital. Cultural capital also shifted, and the 

result is the recognition of the Minister of Education in 2013 that approved the CPM to grant 

B.A. degrees in music. To end, in this chapter I also summarized the amateur-professional 

struggle, a significant characteristic of the cultural capital present in musicians of La Paz. 
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CHAPTER 5 

HABITUS 

The concept of habitus has been used by many authors, such as Mauss (1979), Weber 

(2004), Adorno (1976), Husserl (1973, 1990), Elias (1996), and Deleuze (2004). Although many 

have discussed the differences between habitus and habit, for Bourdieu, habit is a learned 

outcome. 177 Habitus, on the other hand, is the conditions of thought, perception, and action 

consistent with circumstances where limits are set by historical and social production. In other 

words, habitus is a more flexible approach to a “predisposition” that allows for change and 

transformation through time.178 The following contains a summary that will help further the 

understanding of Bourdieu’s habitus among musicians in La Paz. I will present the general 

findings of the interviews and notes I made based on three general thematic groups: 1) education, 

2) work, 3) artistry.  

Education 

“Scientific observation shows that cultural needs are the product of upbringing and education: 

surveys establish that all cultural practices (museum visits, concert-going, reading etc.), and 

preferences in literature, painting or music, are closely linked to educational level (measured by 

qualifications or length of schooling) and secondarily to social origin.”179 

Anytime I asked musicians about what they do for a living, the music degree dilemma 

was in the conversation, a sort of complaint and resentment for the hardship many go through. 

Because of this, during most of the conversations, I asked what they thought about music 

education in Bolivia. The consensus indicates resentment against the system and their places of 

                                                 
177 Nick Crossley, “Habit and Habitus,” Body & Society 19, no. 2–3 (June 1, 2013): 138 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1357034X12472543. 
178 Bourdieu, 1977:169-172 
179 Ibid: 1.  
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birth; negative feelings, but also a positive outlook that through their hard work, some things 

might be changing. One respondent said: “There is none… the CPM is starting some, but I think 

there is much to be done, mostly because there are no teachers, there are no tools.”180 However, 

another respondent returned to Bolivia after finishing his degree in the U.S., and is very willing 

to support the system, to teach students willing to attend the CPM. At the same time, he noted 

that students are not always prepared or eager to study without some extrinsic motivation.“He 

dado talleres gratis que no se, qué la gente no va comprometida, recién se fotocopia la partitura, 

no estudia, pero cuando les cuesta funciona mejor así que les cobro bien digamos lo que 

debería.” [I have given free workshops, and people do not come prepared, they are making 

copies of the score at the last minute, but when I charge them things work much better].181 

 Additionally, the idiosyncrasy of the culture seems to create this negative connotation. 

Music is treated more like a hobby, which in turn leads to students not being fully committed to 

its practice and performance. 

Por el tema de la mediocridad y por el tema de la idiosincrasia…es una actividad 

extracurricular que tendría que ser tomada como pasatiempo y no como algo serio… 

cuando personas lo lleguen a terminar, no, con la seriedad que corresponde, porque el 

nivel de la prioridad, la idiosincrasia cae, en colegio, universidad, profesión y seguido de 

un esquema social que no necesariamente es adecuado para un artista en general, menos 

para un músico que implica mucho más tiempo de estudio de práctica… [Because of 

mediocrity, of the idiosyncrasy… it is an extracurricular activity that should be treated as 

a hobby, not taken seriously… because the level of priority, the idiosyncrasy [makes it] 

fall, during high school, or college, followed by a social structure that is not nurturing for 

an artist, even less for a musician who needs so much more time to study and 

practice...].182 
 

                                                 
180 (“…no hay eso…el conservatorio creo que ya está empezando un poquito mmm pero aun así creo que falta 

bastante y eso es más que nada porque no están los profesores no están las herramientas…”). Garcia, Andrea. 

Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
181 Arancibia, Weimar. Interview in La Paz, Jul 2017. 
182Iturri, Gabriela. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
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 Sometimes, however, teachers can be very demanding to overcompensate for this, which 

instills a sense of inferiority in students; exhibiting somewhat still a colonization mentality. One 

respondent told me there was a point in his studies where he became very frustrated to a point of 

almost leaving music making. “…me desmotivó mucho porque me dijo a tu edad en mi país 

están tocando conciertos muy difíciles y tú estás empezando, toma todo este material, anda a 

estudiar. Entonces yo no sabía cómo hacer, yo no sabía cómo complacerla…” [I was very 

demotivated since my teacher at the time told me that people of my age in her country are 

playing a more difficult repertoire, followed by a great deal of material to practice. I did not 

know what to do, how to please her].183 There seems to be a confusion between teaching students 

how to enjoy music and learn the musical language, and teaching students how to become 

professional performers. Younger teachers realize that not everyone needs to become a 

professional musician, yet the demand for commitment to music making seems so serious among 

other teachers: 

…Tengo otra alumna que igual le dije qué quieres, quiero llegar tal vez a nivel medio, no 

más, me parece fenomenal le dije porque algo que también noté en la mayoría de los 

alumnos del conservatorio y profesores, no no no el conservatorio, es para salir 

profesional en música, es la idea, entonces de esa manera enseñan y al alumno le meten 

eso en la cabeza que tiene que ser profesional en música o no ser nada y sino mejor 

salirse. Entonces yo considero eso uno de los más grandes errores que pueden hacer los 

profesores, porque la música no es solamente para ser profesional, la música te ayuda en 

otras cosas… [I have a student that told me she wants to only get to medium level 

performance. I think it is great to know this since the majority of students and teachers at 

CPM believe the CPM is for professional musicians only, and they put the idea in 

students’ heads that either you become a professional in music or you leave. I think this is 

the worst mistake teachers make, because music is not only about being a professional 

musician, music helps you in many other ways].184  

 

 Another younger teacher who returned after studying outside of the country also 

expressed the importance of music making over a career, and that she does not expect her 

                                                 
183 Arévalo, Sergio. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
184 Flores, Alejandro. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
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students to be professional performers. She also pointed out how in the CPM there is a specific 

curriculum that teachers should follow, and if students are not fulfilling those requirements, they 

would need to leave. Her concern is that many students struggle with fundamentals because they 

change teachers frequently and each teacher has a different set of requirements.185 

Teacher Training 

“…los profesores de música en su programa tienen enseñar los himnos los cantos cuecas, 

música criolla no… [Music teachers need to teach anthems or Bolivian rhythms, criollo 

music…].186 

 

 When I followed up with questions about pedagogy, or teacher training, I was reminded 

of the “class” of teachers in Bolivia. On a personal level, even though I love teaching, I would 

have never considered going to the teachers’ school in Bolivia. To start with, even though I had 

profound admiration for some of my teachers, they did not inspire greatness and did not earn a 

high salary. My mindset as a young person in Bolivia was something like “La normal - a place to 

obtain a state teaching certificate- is a place where you just learn how to teach STEM and the 

out-of-tune singing of anthems.” Besides, teachers in primary education seem to belong to a 

lower class, not like that of the aristocracy who have the money-making jobs. 

 Some of the other answers about music education teacher training included a very 

optimistic twist; while there is no teaching training, now there is the Internet. “…muchas cosas 

educativas que he aprendido han sido en el internet, no es que ido a cursos, bueno he ido a 

                                                 
185 (…no es que quiera formar chelistas, para mí lo importante no es eso, sino que tengan una educación más 

integral y si pueden tocar el chelo y si lo hacen bien entonces para mí eso es un plus… en la enseñanza del chelo 

siento que mm no habido mucha continuidad por lo menos los alumnos que tengo  los mayores, osea han tenido un 

montón de deficiencias porque han empezado con un profesor y luego cambiaban y cambiaban a otro profesor 

entonces creo que los fundamentos es algo super importante y no lo han tenido en su tiempo entonces ahora no se 

puede decir que haya un nivel  muy alto de chelo no, ehh por otro lado esto está un poquito más general ah siento 

como que por lo menos lo que veo en el conser es que están demasiado pegados a lo que es un currículum pensum 

que tienes que hacer esto y esto y esto y si no cumples chau)  García, Andrea. Interview in La Paz, Jul 2017. 
186 Mercado, Marlene. Interview in La Paz, July 2017.  
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algunos en Cochabamba un taller de dos días, pero la mayoría de las cosas, mis conceptos han 

sido de la observación de mis padres que ellos han sido profesores y de lo que encontré en 

internet…” [Many things about pedagogy I learned have been because of the Internet. It is not 

that I have not been in workshops - I went to one in Cochabamba for two days - but most of the 

materials and concepts have been from observing my parents who were teachers, or from things I 

found on the Internet].187  

 This testimony also points out a very important issue I had when growing up; access to 

music scores. When I was going to school in La Paz, the teacher was the only one who had the 

music of that CD he/she lent you to copy, and it was through instructors that students received 

most of their materials. The music library in the CPM was mainly filled with donations from 

guests, and the rest was bad photocopies. There was no YouTube, or ISMLP. We used to go to 

live concerts of traveling musicians or listen to the LPs played during Flaviadas.188 Today the 

music library of the conservatory, the only public place where one can find written music in La 

Paz is one medium size room with a mix of copied and original books.  

Figure 13. CPM Library. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga, August 2017. 

                                                 
187 Flores, Alejandro. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
188 Flaviadas is a traditional La Paz Saturday evening event in which Mr. Eduardo Machicado has a concert-like 

two hours to share selected music of his enormous collection of LPs, which included Stravinsky conducting 

Stravinsky, and so much more. This tradition is still alive, and so is the collection.  
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Institutional Exchange 

 Two other important ideas nicely exposed through Gaston Arce’s interview189 are 

relevant for this education section. As founder of the first music program to award a BA in 

composition and conducting, at Loyola University,190 Arce discussed his students, curriculum, 

and the importance of institutional collaboration for this program. During our conversation, I 

asked about the possibility of music education as a field of study at Loyola University. His 

response was not very optimistic, mainly because of the juggling that his position required. For 

the majority of the work load time, he needed to show results, and prove the Department of 

Music’s mission to the dean, who was supportive but had little awareness of what goes on in a 

musician’s career.  

 Although he is no longer working there, he pointed out how the military band academy 

was among the best institutional exchanges he has done for the program. He suggested that since 

students coming from the academy had different goals and because they come from a rigorous 

law obeying institution, students were accountable; they were more disciplined and could finish 

the course of study within the time specified by the plan of studies. The military musicians also 

had a degree called Education Superior, comparable to that of an AA given by a community 

college in the U.S. This degree facilitated and justified the additional studies done for a higher 

degree in music, and hence the students and institution from where they came was another reason 

to keep the music BA program in the University.  

                                                 
189 Arce, Gaston. Interview in La Paz, July 2017.  
190 The degree is a certificate for finishing the program. As previously mentioned, national recognition for the 

B.A. is still a work-in-progress. It is also important to mention that Catholic University in La Paz has twice awarded 

B.A. degrees in conducting and composition, first to a cohort in the 1980s, and then around 2002. These two groups 

of musicians entered a program that was open only for a specific year, with no incoming students in the following 

year. In both instances, Taller de la Católica graduated a very reputable cohort of musicians. The cohort of the 

1980s includes almost all the most prominent musicians in Bolivia who taught my generation.   
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Work 

Musicians I interviewed share musical space and time, even though they come from and 

represent diverse styles of professional music making in the city. First, they share classical music 

performance; and many of them perform regularly with the OSNB with little money in return. 

Also, all have studied or taught at some point at the same institution, the CPM. Although from 

the same generation, they also come from different traditions of music making. When asked 

about an important moment when they started doing other genres of music, their common 

response was through personal contact with people and invitations to do different activities due 

to their accomplished level of classical music making.  

Christian Asturizaga’s career, for example, includes numerous musical styles performed 

with the most prestigious organizations and musicians of the country. His versatility as a 

musician, performer, composer, arranger, director, teacher, as well as manager, is demonstrated 

by the variety of work he has done in the music field and in collaboration with many key 

performers nationally and internationally. Furthermore, his versatility extends to other art forms, 

including painting, theater, and filmmaking. The case of Diana Acero is similar. She can sing a 

variety of styles and collaborates with the most prestigious musicians in different genres such as 

jazz, bossa nova, rock, opera, etc. Violist Ronald Mendoza, although able to perform classical, 

folkloric music, and tropical music, has relied and continues to rely on income mostly from 

music making outside the classical genre. His main financial support is through cumbia 

performances and folkloric music, especially in his new appointment as the manager for his 

cumbia group Con Fusion. 

These musicians have pursued opportunities through personal contacts that have led to 

career paths that include classical, jazz, Latin American music, pop, and world music. 
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Furthermore, their journeys include not only performing as musicians, but also working as 

managers, producers, composers, choreographers and arrangers, which all led to who they are as 

artists. Like those musicians in Bahia who take various opportunities of music making, “musical 

work brings with it possibilities and liabilities in terms of pay, prestige, and pleasure.”191  

Their education and opportunities as musicians have commonalities as well as 

differences. Most musicians in La Paz are “products” of the western tradition of music education, 

performing mostly European music, but they also shared the sonic landscape of the time, in 

which the recording industry and folkloric dance music in La Paz played a significant role. They 

have pursued different avenues of music making in great part because of their experiences when 

growing up, as well as their current contacts. Christian’s influential trip to Interlochen Arts Camp 

marks when he first listened to jazz, first played in huge orchestras, and first heard other young 

performers. Also, his contact within France, and touring in Europe with a Bolivian folk music 

group called Música de Maestros were also very significant in opening his ears. For Diana, it 

was her choir conducting that provided her initiation into a voice career, and for Ronald, the 

constant contact with street folk musicians and dance laid his musical foundation. 

In contrast, a couple of musicians that recently returned to La Paz from six years of study 

in the U. S. in conducting and violin performance demonstrated a somewhat different approach 

to working as classical musicians. Perhaps the following simply reflects a mindset or common 

behavior among musicians who are able to study abroad and return with a one-skill mindset and 

have not had enough time to perform as professional musicians in La Paz.  

W: Nosotros no somos el caso de otros músicos que han tenido que explorar otros 

campos, porque nuestra formación también ha sido limitada… [we are not like other 

musicians that had to explore other areas, our specific training limits us]. 

L: …si yo quisiera tocar ahorita una chacarera, no puedo…no estoy con el lenguaje de 

la chacarera, me encantaría… alguien lo hace mucho mejor que yo. [I wish I could play 

                                                 
191 Packman, “Musicians’ Performances and Performances of ‘Musician’ in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil,” 426.  
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a chacarera – dance of the south of Bolivia, I would love to, but I don’t have the 

language, someone else does it much better than I could]. 

W: Lo mismo yo, no tengo que estar haciendo arreglos, dirigiendo otras cosas, lo único 

que hago cuando puedo es música contemporánea… me interesa producir nueva música, 

crear otro concepto, además. [Same with me, I do not have to make arrangements, 

directing other stuff, the only thing I do when I can is contemporary music...I’m 

interested in producing new music, as well as creating new concepts]. 192 

 

 Another viewpoint was given by a musician who recognized that even while studying 

abroad, after taking this big step, there was a sense of fear. Being unsure whether she would be 

able to make a career in only instrumental performance meant that exploring other areas during 

her college studies and preparing a backup plan was important to her. While doing other studies, 

she realized that cello playing was not the only thing she wanted to do and got a job as arts 

administrator soon after her graduation. It was also a big surprise to her that after working in an 

office for some time, she missed doing music and returned to Bolivia where she now teaches and 

performs as a musician. In the interview, she mentioned how skeptical she was of becoming a 

teacher since she thought she had no patience for children or training to teach, but how she now 

cares for her students and spends a great deal of her time in just doing that.193 

 I can attest to a somewhat similar career transition. I initially thought I would be a flute 

performer since this is the career profile that I learned in the conservatory La Paz. After 

understanding the possibilities for a career in music, I became curious to see other options that 

were as inspiring but not as performance-oriented. I took as many classes as possible during my 

studies in the U.S. which resulted in many degrees. The muse in both scenarios was not followed 

completely blindly; perhaps the enchantment was discovered, and a more aware decision was 

made given the circumstances of age, education, and work possibilities. 

                                                 
192 Arancibia, Weimar. Interview July 2017.  
193 Garcia, Andrea. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
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 Carlos Rosso, a very important conductor in La Paz and teacher of most living conductors 

today, when explaining the beginning of his studies and decision to study music, recalls a 

conversation with Humberto Viscarra Monje, director of the Conservatory at the time. His 

reflections of the conversation led him to ask himself whether to live in Bolivia or not:  

¿ser musico significaba no vivir en Bolivia? Me pregunte por primera vez. La alquimia 

de ser musico y ser boliviano: ser musico y encima querer vivir en Bolivia, ser musico y 

encima ser boliviano, ser totalmente musico y totalmente boliviano.  [To be a musician in 

Bolivia means one cannot live in Bolivia? I asked myself this for the first time. The 

alchemy of being a musician and being Bolivian, being Bolivian and on top of it daring to 

live in Bolivia, being a musician and on top of it being a Bolivian, being totally musician 

and totally Bolivian].194 

Wages  

 Following the muse is usually understood as a state of madness in which an artist risks 

everything in order to make their art for immortality; it goes without saying that this involves no 

economic reimbursement. However, Asturizaga also talks about the preference for work model 

of following the muse, in which a musician, choosing between work possibilities, would rather 

do music even when the job is poorly paid. In this way, he suggests that artists are sometimes the 

main consumers of art. He points out that there are two possible career paths for musicians who 

stay in Bolivia: doing other music-related jobs such as teaching as a way to pay for their music 

making, or doing something completely unrelated to music such as administration, chemistry, or 

something else to pay for their art.195 

…Para mí…los 800 algo bolivianos…fuera de los descuentos…no me bastaba ni siquiera 

para el transporte, ni pensar en mantener mi instrumento. Tenía otro trabajo que 

sostenía digamos a mi instrumento, clases no, porque en ese momento no estaba pasando 

clases tampoco tenía tiempo estaba obligada a mantener un trabajo de tiempo completo,  

pero yo me pregunto, osea sabes, en esa época yo vivía en la casa de mis padres y tenía 

un trabajo osea luz, agua, alquiler todo eso yo no me ocupaba, me ocupaba de mis 

estudios de mi comida digamos porque osea comía cerca de mi trabajo, y yo me 

                                                 
194 Rosso, Carlos. “Ser musico en Bolivia.” Ciencia y Cultura. 2002:81. 
195 Asturizaga, Christian. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
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preguntaba…que hacían … miembros en la orquesta y con ese sueldo tenían una familia, 

tenían hijos… [The roughly 800 bolivianos [about $120] was never enough, not even for 

transportation, let alone maintaining my instrument. I had another job that would pay for 

my instrument, at the time I did not take other courses/classes because it was hard to keep 

a full-time job and the orchestra, but at the time I was living with my parents, where I had 

no bills except my food since I was never at home. I wondered often, though, what did 

orchestra members with families, children, what they did with that salary...].196 

 

 Likewise, Marlene Mercado, violist and, at the time of the interview interim executive 

director of the OSNB, commented on how with the minimum salary as musician most people 

would need to study something else to make a living, which is what she did: 

…Lamentablemente el salario es muy poco mm no se podría vivir solo de ese salario 

como músico entonces uno se ve en la necesidad de estudiar una carrera paralela en la 

universidad y trabajar de eso porque realmente alguna vez que tenía consultoría y deje 

la orquesta dos años es que el sueldo que ganas en un año con la orquesta en estas 

consultorías ganas en un mes no entonces no hay comparación entonces yo pedí una 

licencia y trabaje dos años para ahorrar… [Unfortunately the salary is too low and it is 

almost impossible to live out of it. Because of this I took a two-year leave form the 

orchestra to work as a private consultant, since the monthly salary from that job was 

about the same as the OSNB whole year salary].197  

 

Fortunately, she had a career in business and could take the opportunity. I met other 

musicians in the orchestra who had no other careers; most of them are young and they keep 

living with some struggle. The salary as a teacher is not much better. In the CPM, for example, I 

was contracted to work in 2012. The hourly rate was the equivalent of three dollars an hour, 

which adds up to about fifty dollars a week for a half time position. With this salary I was only 

able to pay for transportation and a few food expenses a month: 

…El me dijo si es la Loyola es la que mejor paga que no sé qué, 1000 pesos me dice yo 

dije 1000 pesos está bien para una materia etc. y no pues había sido mil pesos por 

unidad académica... una unidad académica es casi dos meses, osea, 500 Bs que se van en 

el teléfono… [A friend told me that Loyola University was one of the best teaching jobs, 

                                                 
196 This musician is no longer in the OSNB and accepted a position in Buenos Aires, Argentina as 

telecommunication coordinator. For many years she struggled, first with music lessons and then university, then her 

job and the OSBN, and has finally decided not to pursue music as a career anymore. Olmos, Hellmyn. Interview in 

La Paz, July 2017.  
197Mercado, Marlene. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
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about one thousand bolivianos [about $140] but that wasn’t the weekly salary, it was per 

academic unit, which means every two months, so it was only enough money to pay the 

phone bill…].198 

 

 An engineering friend, in a conversation with guitarist Hector Osaki, expresses his 

concern for the field not only in terms of monetary value but also the value musicians have in 

society:  

P: No está valorado el tema del arte en Bolivia no, da pena eso no, no lo valoran, 

muchos no lo ven como una profesión [It saddens me that art isn’t valued in Bolivia, 

people do not see it as a profession] 

H: Es que, por un lado, osea eso es, otra cosa que verdad quita seguridad a un artista 

[Yes, he is right, on the one hand, this is it, this is what robs artists of security] 

V: ¿Seguridad a que te refieres? [What do you mean by security?] 

H: Seguridad para, por ejemplo, si le dices a un ingeniero tu que pito para la sociedad 

digamos nove, osea y dices, pero bueno no, ingeniero, no construimos puentes, no 

construimos edificios, no construimos caminos etc, si, mi trabajo es importante para la 

sociedad ¿no? a un médico si le dices vos que cosa con tu trabajo… [Security, for 

example, an engineer builds bridges, and musicians, we don’t build bridges, or buildings, 

or roads, etc., so is my work important for society?].199 

 

 The sense of not contributing to the society as a performer or artist can be somehow 

wrestled with a teaching career that aims to educate the future citizens. In the case of La Paz it 

also helps as a money-making way. A violinist that just arrived in the country after training 

abroad for a violin performance degree accounts for a change of career from performer to teacher 

of music from K through sixth grade as her only way to make a living: 

…Estábamos a punto de pedir ayuda a nuestros padres que nos ayuden a llegar a fin de 

mes y me dice quieres enseñar? Todo secundaria de profesora de música y yo dije wow, 

osea igual no es la gran paga es lunes miércoles y viernes 4 horas cada día, pero eso a 

mí me está dando una base, más lo suyo ya… [We were about to ask for money to our 

parents and I was asked to teach at this school that just lost its music teacher. It is not the 

biggest salary, but it is only 4 hours per day, three times a week. To me is a great deal 

with my kid and this will indeed compliment the salary my husband is able to bring 

home]. 200  

 

                                                 
198Arancibia, Weimar. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
199 Osaki, Hector and Perez, Fedor. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
200 Arancibia, Liz. Interview in La Paz. July 2017. 
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Artistry 

Flexibility Among Musicians 

“The people who succeed (or even survive) as professional musicians are those who are able to 

find and maintain employment with at least some consistency in a very inconsistent 

profession.”201 

 

Packman reports how in the context of Salvador, Bahia, flexibility was vital for 

musicians. Performers in this location did a variety of music in different settings, from local to 

national and even international groups. Musicians mostly performed popular genres in settings 

that did not need to use musical scores that varied according to the time of the year. Musicians 

were expected to know a great deal of repertoire before gaining access to money-making 

opportunities, and sometimes the jobs did not involve much rehearsal.202 This music scene, 

however, differs from that in Bolivia. In groups that perform cumbia, the ones that don’t require 

reading music, in which trained and untrained musicians perform together, more rehearsal is 

expected, and trained musicians normally take the responsibility of leading bands and rehearsals. 

Alejandro Flores speaks of his admiration for some of those musicians that experiment with this 

kind of music and administration but expressed concern as well, since he was witness to the 

amount of work needed, between music, marketing, and how at the end of the day, in TV for 

example, there was not a quality performance, but only playback, or musical details that he had 

to put up with that were not of his “professional” rank. 203  

                                                 
201 Packman, “Musicians’ Performances and Performances of ‘Musician’ in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil,” 84. 
202 Ibid.:85-92. 
203 Flores, Alejandro. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
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Eclectic Musical Training 

Other music institutions are emerging in which Bolivian music is taught.204 I asked why 

classically trained musicians would not like to go to these centers to explore their musical 

identities, or why parents would choose to have their children go to a conservatory instead, and a 

very surprising answer emerged that clarified a different learning approach from the western 

musical tradition. The general concept might be described as something similar to a “music 

language learning approach,” obtaining a skill set that can later be utilized for other kinds of 

music and to perhaps create other ways of musical expression. 

…Es como que estudiar cualquier cosa; cuando tu llegas a estudiar, no quiere decir que 

necesariamente eres experto, salvo que ya hayas culminado ciertos procesos de 

especialización …en un inicio eh básicamente lo que estás diciendo es [que] a través de 

una entidad reconocida estas capacitado para aprender y lo que te genera la formación 

musical entendida como la tradición occidental (mejor llamarlo así que música clásica) 

la formación musical, la tecnología de la comprensión de la música desde la perspectiva 

occidental genera capacidades de aprendizaje superiores; no es otra cosa y lo mismo te 

genera las técnicas, las teorías y todos los procesos que se han ido perfeccionando a 

través del lenguaje popular en diferentes áreas, entonces básicamente lo que casi 

tenemos aquí consolidado es un ecléctico… [It is like studying anything, when one 

finishes a degree it does not mean that this person is an expert, unless this person has 

finished all steps of specialization on that particular field, it means that a certain 

institution has provided assistance to shape your way of approaching the subject and has 

helped you to be able to learn needed skills. In the case of western music, music 

education has provided a language, or the technologies associated with music from the 

western perspective. These techniques, theories all processes in this specific language, is 

nothing but a result of history and time dedicated to one specific chosen approach].205 

 

Audience 

Perhaps another question to be considered is the role of the audience. What do people like 

to hear in La Paz, what will they pay for? Who goes to these concerts anyways? In a lunch with 

                                                 
204 There is a folklore school, as well as other institutions that teach Bolivian music, but when looking at the 

curricula one sees that the same concepts of a western music approach are taught: harmony, ensemble, composition, 

musical language and instrument. This information is based on what the Ministry of Education has released as the 

official curricula for the country (Ministerio de Educación. Mallas curriculares Para las carreras de Formación 

Artística. Ministry publication. 2015:8).   
205 Asturizaga. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
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people from many parts of the country, a pianist was asked to share the music she enjoyed the 

most. She decided to play Rachmaninov’s third piano concerto. After some minutes the silence 

was broken and one of the guests commented on how relaxing the music was, but that to make 

people happier maybe she should have chosen a different piece. My informant was very 

disappointed at this response to “universal music,” this was the first time that she ever questioned 

the universality of the western tradition music, or as many call it, “classical”:   

W:… pensé que la música era universal ¿no?, ponías un Rachmaninov le iba a llegar al 

corazón a alguien digamos ¿no? aunque sea de otra raza de otro país… no mentira, es 

como la comida te dan algo que no es de tu país y no te gusta mucho experimentar otros 

sabores y no te gusta…y ahí me frustré con la música clásica ¿no?, no puede ser, pensé 

que a todos les gustaba, por lo menos las obras grandes, pero no… la cultura Aymara es 

un poquito más tradicionalista” [I thought it was universal music, Rachmaninov should 

affect anyone even from another country, right? But it is a lie. It is like food, when given 

something different from that of from your country it is most likely not going to be as 

delicious, this is how I got frustrated with western music. Aymara culture is a bit more 

traditionalist]. 

V: ¿A que le llamas tradicional? [What is traditional for you?] 

W: Como diría la comida por ejemplo un Aymara no le va a gustar otros sabores, no es 

digamos como los extranjeros a veces viene quiero probar los sabores del país dicen 

¿no? y algunos no les gusta el chuño que se yo, pero les gusta probar, ¿no ve? [Like in 

food, an Aymara person is not going to enjoy other flavors, it is not like some foreigners 

that come to the country and try different things, and even when they do not like chuno 

for example, they still enjoy trying new things...]206 

 

 She compared musical taste to how an indigenous person would enjoy mostly rice, 

potatoes and maybe a small piece of meat, as opposed to foreigners who want to try many 

different flavors, or favor meat over other eatables. She told me of a time she hosted a special 

dinner for her friends and cooked more meat, with the idea that meat is more desired than only 

carbohydrates. However, at the end of the gathering, there was a lot of meat left over. In this 

scenario, the guests did not care for meat as much as she did. Her description of a more 

conservative community that would try to preserve the traditions over new ones indicates an 

                                                 
206 Asturizaga, Wendy. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
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important quality in the Aymara culture and a clearer understanding of the music that is a part of 

their tradition. 

W: …bien así conservador esa es su característica les encanta conservar y ese es su 

punto fuerte porque pueden conservar años de años de años algo intacto, es una cualidad 

bien interesante, y les encanta copiar también, digamos si uno hace un patrón así el otro 

si lo hace igualito es el rey si hace una variación ya no, es como que se ha salido del 

marco. Ah no ser que sea una variación dentro de los parámetros de la cultura algo que 

vaya de acuerdo con el diseño. [The characteristics of Aymara people seem very 

conservative. They love to observe but a strength they do possess is the preservation of 

their traditions for many years. It is an interesting quality since they also like copying the 

best copier is a king, but copying with a slight variation is not accepted, it looks too out of 

the box unless is a part of the tradition already, or if it goes very closely to the design]. 

V: ¿Y la creatividad es premiada en ese sentido?  porque pareciera que la diferencia no 

es muy... [and the creativity is prized? It seems that making a difference is not…] 

W: Mm hay personas bien creativas, pero no… la comunidad tiene que aprobarlo no 

importa en qué lugar estés no importa si son 5 o 10 la comunidad tiene que aprobar 

cualquier creatividad no puedes proponer algo así loco y todos ah bueno ¡no!, tiene que 

ser algo que todos puedan soportarlo entonces hay cosas bonitas bien bonitas, pero tiene 

sus detallitos no es como este pensamiento de occidente, otra cosa y en la comida es así y 

en la música igual. [There are very creative people, but no… the community has to 

approve it, it does not matter the place, or number if there are five or ten, the community 

needs to be approved any creativity endeavor, one cannot propose something randomly 

and people accept it right away, if new to all, it needs to be something everyone can 

digest. There are beautiful things they do very detailed, but their reasoning is not like that 

of the Occident/west, it is very different, in food is like this, and in music as well] 

V: ¿Y qué bueno depende mucho de la región que vengan no? ¿Porque no es que todas 

las personas andinas conocen una tarkeada o sí? Hay cosas que son generales para todo. 

[and it depends on the region from where they come, right? Because not everyone in the 

Andes knows about tarkeada, right? Are there general things for everyone?] 

W: No, tarkeada todos te conocen todos te saben cómo suena y sabrían si está mal hasta 

el más desubicado eso es como algo de la cultura y que es como la comida. [no, tarkeada 

is known by everyone here. They know how it sounds, and they could tell you is not 

sounding good, even the least skilled know, it is like culture and food].207 

 

It is revealing, however, to understand how many of the people who do not enjoy 

classical music still pay for their children to attend the conservatory. There seems to be a 

consensus that classical music is of high status. Many classically trained musicians, according to 
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one respondent, “have their egos up in the sky since they think classical music is worth more 

than another”: 

A: Entonces, en el ámbito clásico yo los describiría y casi a todos que se creen, tienen un 

grado de ego bastante elevado, por encima de los otros dos grupos, obviamente en 

distintos niveles, pero está ahí el ego de decir yo soy músico clásico y mi música es 

mayor que la tuya. [In classical music I think the majority have huge egos, higher than 

those who play other styles of music, many would say I am a classical musician and my 

music is greater than yours…] 

V: ¿Es como un estatus? [Is it like a status?] 

A: Si y no solo a los músicos sino a la gente, por eso muchos de los papás ponen a su 

hijito al conservatorio y después en un evento social “mi hijito está en el conservatorio” 

entonces es un status solamente para ellos y para el mismo país, muchos piensan de que 

es ahí no le ven una función más que esa, que el tener un status tener mi hijito está en el 

conservatorio entonces los profesores también tienen un poquito de eso, el famoso 

elitismo, de decir osea nosotros somos élite, la música clásica es élite, [Yes and  not only 

for musicians, but for the public, parents put their children in the CPM to be able to tell 

people at a party “my son’s at the conservatory.” Teachers also have that the famous 

elitist mindset, after all classical music is for the elites].208  

 

 This is perhaps a different approach to music making. Classical music is utilized to 

represent a status in society regardless of the performance. It also suggests classical music 

training is used for mobility within social classes and not so much for its beauty and how music 

touches humans’ souls. My sister tells the story of a graduation concert at a music school in El 

Alto, in a low-income neighborhood. She went to support a friend’s child, who was performing 

after receiving a degree in violin after three months in the school, and she was trying to react 

positively. Her reactions to the performance level and the audience for whom the directors work 

was both illuminating and concerning.  

W: …que geniales los directores de esta escuela mantienen contentos a los padres a su 

público y se ganan la vida…Digamos en comparación el conservatorio que tienen la 

súper técnica los súper profesores y viven peleándose y no logran que sus alumnos se 

sientan contentos sino todos frustrados. [The directors are genius, they keep parents 

happy and earn their living...I mean in contrast to the conservatory, where the super-

professors spend all their time fighting and make students feel frustrated instead of 

uplifted] 

V: ¡Todos lo hacen mal digamos!! [So everyone performed poorly!] 

                                                 
208 Flores, Alejandro, Interview in La Paz, July 2017.  
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W: Si, pero lo hacen bien ¿no? Entonces esto aprendí de esa escuelita, su público no 

puede pagar más, no puede estudiar más tiempo...” [Yes, but they did it well, right? I 

learned from this school that the audience can’t afford more, they can’t give any more 

time to studying either…]209 

 

  What is the desired level of music making in an environment like this? And who dictates 

it the audience, musicians or the government? 

The Role of Government 

 In a conversation with actor Cristian Mercado, the role of the Ministry of Culture was 

questioned. I asked him if he thinks it is important for the arts to have politicians if their 

leadership really changes the environment or creates a difference. His response was legislation; 

policies in support of ways of doing things that differ from those done in other fields. His main 

concern was the lack of laws in support and benefit of artists, the lack of understanding most 

authorities have of the production of art. The newly-elected Minister of Culture, for example, has 

no profession in the arts; she is a communications major. The time it will take her to understand, 

if at all, what is necessary for a symphony orchestra to operate, or a theater, or what the arts 

bring to society will be too long before she makes decisions that could risk the existence of the 

arts.  

 This conversation reminded me of a project I was a part of the year before my fieldwork. 

Christian Asturizaga, then interim executive director of the OSNB, asked me for help 

coordinating with a former student of mine who is now working in a politician’s cabinet. Her 

request was to have the politicians experience music-making in a way similar to how she 

experienced it with me growing up. She told me how transcendent music was in her life and how 

much lobbying she has been doing to get her boss to understand this. I was given one hour with 

about ten politicians in a room. My approach was to teach them music and then take them to a 
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concert to experience it. I taught them how to read rhythms and what to listen for when creating 

a composition since the “class” created one. We also talked about the different instruments in an 

orchestra, how sound was produced and what it means for musicians to make the orchestra sound 

like an orchestra. Afterwards, the politicians went to a dress rehearsal of the OSNB and sat next 

to the musicians, asking questions; one of them even conducted the orchestra. In the reflection 

afterwards, every single person was in support of having music education; they concluded that 

although still foreign to their taste, it was very impactful. A year later, I saw one on the street 

during my fieldwork, and he still remembered what we did. Though the project proposal that was 

turned in after the class was rejected, his enthusiasm and memory were remarkable.  

Cultural Heritage  

Es un poco lo que viene de nuestra herencia, de nuestra esencia, de nuestra culturas, 

muchas veces dicen todos los seres humanos somos iguales, pero no lo somos, osea 

tenemos cosas muy distintas y en eso igual una sonata de Beethoven tocada por un 

boliviano suena distinta, no valoro no digo que sea mejor peor ni nada, pero suena 

distinto una sonata tocada por un ruso o por un alemán o por un americano y que hace 

que nosotros tengamos algo distinto eh… tal vez una cosa de que no se si es mejor, peor 

o igual, pero yo creo que si tenemos de distinto tenemos la suerte de tener una riqueza 

cultural musical enorme más que mucha gente más que muchos países, lo que pasa que 

por nuestra pobreza y por nuestra cabeza no la podamos explorar, explotar y difundir 

pero que tenemos riqueza tenemos y eso está dentro de nuestros genes. […It is what 

comes from our heritage, our culture. People say we humans are the same, but we are not. 

We all have beauty, but a Beethoven sonata performed by a Russian, American and 

Bolivian will sound different, not better or worse, just different. Our differences give us 

great richness in our musical culture, much more than many other countries, but because 

of our poverty, our heads, we cannot explore it, export it, we cannot share it, but we do 

have this richness in our genes…] 210 

 

 Artists in La Paz agree that there is something unique about our Bolivianness, about “La 

Pazness.” However, “we” need different approaches to disseminate the understanding of what is 

happening in the country.  

V: ¿Entonces qué pasa con los actores? [what is the scene for actors?] 
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C: no se necesitan actores como en un conservatorio, no necesitan solamente eh.. tipos 

que sepan tocar un instrumento y que sepan leer música no, osea no hacen artistas no, 

que creo que es el objetivo de las artes, que es un tipo que reflexiona con su entorno, con 

si mismo, con su tiempo, con su…, con lo que quieran, pero yo creo que va por ahí y es 

desarrollar eso no, entonces igual del conservatorio, del teatro salen y están 6 años que 

no saben hacer, no pueden hacer nada porque… además, no hay dramaturgo, no hay 

directores, no hay escenógrafos, entonces se quedan esperando que les van a llamar para 

actuar y eso no pasara jamás. [In order to be an artist, we do not only need conservatory-

trained actors, or musicians who know how to play an instrument and can read music. 

That doesn’t make an artist. The goal of the arts is to reflect on the environment, to reflect 

on oneself, on one’s time period…on anything they want, but sometimes artists leave the 

conservatory or the theater after being there for six years and they don’t know what to do, 

they can’t do anything...Because there also aren’t any playwrights, there aren’t directors, 

there aren’t set designers, so they’re just waiting for someone to call them to act and it 

will never happen].211 

 

 Perhaps the identity of a Bolivian artist is formed from this very lack of dissemination, of 

international recognition, and this deep frustration. Some artists react by mourning lost 

opportunities, while others are optimistic. A former lawyer of the OSNB, writer, and amateur 

visual artist points out the importance of finding people who can understand artists, partners for 

example, and how much vulnerability there is in forming one’s identity around art, particularly 

for musicians: 

 ... Como músico tienes que tener tu pareja que también lo sea, si no no va a funcionar, 

jodido pues, porque te tiene que llegar a entender más o menos esta dualidad desde el 

punto de vista, obviamente tienen que ser artistas que si no es bien complicado, si en esta 

coyuntura sabes que el espacio como músico no lo vas a tener como quisieras tener aquí 

en Bolivia y vas a migrar tienes que pensar si tu pareja va a querer hacer lo mismo y que 

oportunidades va a tener tu pareja para poder brillar, o que va a dejar de lado, es bien 

complejo… si bien he compartido diferentes otras ramas, otros artistas, etc.…, tiene otra 

mentalidad, tiene otras citas, tiene otra vibra, pero eh… el músico es bien caótico... [a 

musician needs another musician as a partner, otherwise it will not work. The partner 

needs to understand, and this is very complicated since a musician needs to think about 

immigration or in this space it will be very hard to make it work. The partner needs to be 

in the same page, and willing to travel abroad and a musician also needs to be supportive 

of the career of the partner. Sometimes it works with other artists, but they also have 

different ways of thinking and musicians have a different vibe, somehow a bit 

chaotic…].212 

                                                 
211  Mercado Christian, Interview in La Paz, July 2017.  

 
212 Iturri, Gabriela. Interview in La Paz, July 2017. 
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The general findings of the interviews and notes made for this these based on three 

general thematic groups:  1) education, 2) work, 3) artistry, show a complex but yet simple way 

of thinking in the classically trained musicians of La Paz. The degree and education goals of the 

musicians has left a sense of inferiority compared to those degrees given outside the country. The 

desire of traveling abroad and returning to change the “system” is among the most prominent 

tendencies. Few musicians and generally those with lesser resources have stayed in the country 

and constitute now the main teachers educating future generations. Additionally, the work 

conditions, wages, and different tasks needed to make a living give musicians two options: to be 

creators of music and perform with a great deal of flexibility with a variety of styles, or to obtain 

another degree that pays bills while allowing a continuation of performance. Artistry in this 

sense is complex to describe. Musicians and their conditions bring a big amount of labor, a 

production of many other styles of music or other kinds of jobs where the ideal of classically 

trained musicians and perfection is not an option but an impediment to the full enjoyment of 

music performance.  

 

Figure 14. La Paz from North to South. Photograph by Vivianne Asturizaga, July 2017. 
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CHAPTER 6 

 

FREESTYLING 

 The framework for this thesis is based on Bourdieu’s notion of habitus, field (territorios), 

and capital, where “lifestyle” is [(habitus)(capital)] + field = practice.213 This angle has helped 

me present the intricate relations La Paz musicians have with each other and their society. The 

following is a summary of the observations I gathered for this thesis, accompanied by a 

reflection on what I encountered in July of 2017 in the city of La Paz, Bolivia. It is also a 

conclusion drawn from my journey to discover music making in the city as an insider when 

growing up, and as an outsider, in my multiple trips back from the U.S.. It incorporates 

viewpoints and stories woven into the cultural fabric by the classically trained musicians who 

“freestyle” their ways of music making, constructing their existence in relation to all the players 

in their field.  

Territorios 

In this section, I introduced some of the main characteristics of the landscape in which La 

Paz musicians perform, including celebrations, dance, language, education, and the various key 

institutions. A very distinctive characteristic of the place is the unique view of the city at first 

sight, along with its altitude. Traffic and constant motion constructs a cityscape comparable to 

any major metropolitan city in the world, with a hint of indigenous Aymara culture. Language, 

specifically Andean Spanish, is a very important component of the city’s culture, since it 

encapsulates the syncretism of the Spanish and indigenous peoples’ coexistence in this 

conglomerate city of celebrations, rituals, and dance. Apart from giving any visitor breathtaking 
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experiences, institutions such as the National Conservatory of Music and the National Symphony 

Orchestra are components of this environment, and the subjects of many conversations regarding 

social stratification. Musicians’ concerns about general education, music education, and the 

music degrees it is possible to pursue in the country, as well as the shifts in leadership at the 

OSNB, served to set up a context for the interviews and for understanding the habitus of 

musicians in La Paz. 

The celebration of Alasitas was chosen as an example of a celebration to depict a sense of 

unrealistic expectations of life, an idealistic world that is wished for, which I see as composing 

part of an overall feeling of impotence for musicians in La Paz. It is a celebration where one can 

buy small objects that represent dreams one wishes to become reality during the New Year, so 

artisans who make these small objects for sale are ratifying the dreams of the citizens, creating 

and reinforcing new expectations. This celebration reflects the popular belief that some magical 

token will solve their problems,214 and also portrays how artisans need to be aware of what 

consumers will want to buy in the coming year, either by reflecting or anticipating consumer’s 

needs.215 It is also interesting to note the capitalistic element of the whole celebration: it is a 

ritual that combines two religions into a reason to exchange goods for economic purposes. These 

Alasitas artisans also inspire me to draw a parallel with musicians of La Paz: in the same way 

that artisans make their tokens in service of the demand of celebrants, musicians perhaps adapt 

their services to the demands of the audience. 
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Soundscape of La Paz 

In this chapter, agents of sound, or the lack thereof, were described, as well as the sounds 

the city produces, starting with the traffic, and ending in the faraway near-silence of the 

neighborhoods on the outskirts: 

El sonido de la ciudad de La Paz es híbrido en conformidad con su naturaleza y la 

participación humana de sus habitantes en la ciudad. Son los sonidos de la 

inmigración, del viento dentro de un gran cañón y de la hibridación constante 

de sus colores sonoros. Son sonidos individuales, grupales de constante 

integración, desde su paz hasta su agresividad. Su geografía accidentada hace 

proclive a un sonido desde esa naturaleza, donde el hombre participa en esa 

adaptación de subidas y bajadas. [The sound of La Paz is a hybrid of nature and the 

human activity of its inhabitants. They are the sounds of immigration, of wind inside this 

big canyon, and of the constant hybridization of its resonant colors. They are individual 

sounds, constantly coming together to form a collective sound that ranges from peace to 

aggression. Its uneven geography creates a sound that arises from the natural shapes of 

the hills, where man participates in its rises and falls].216 

  

I also used brief historical accounts of events in popular music drawn from 

ethnomusicologist Fernando Rios, who has written about how performances of folk music are 

primary forms of Bolivian national culture today. Beginning in the 1960s, musical 

representations of indigenous traditions performed by non-indigenous people became for 

Bolivians a means of national identity, what we as Bolivians usually call “música folklórica” 

[folk music]. There was a political and social push to make folk music the primary aesthetic style 

that represented the nation. Dance parades and the music that bloomed during this time are still 

predominant in the city’s sounds today. There is still a difference on racial grounds, where one’s 

identity as mestizo, criollo, or indigenous tends to signify one’s musical preference: the 

“aristocracy” still rejects the national movement and the more traditional indigenous culture, and 

only values Western versions of cultural expression.  
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Punctuality in La Paz and the importance of time to its citizens represent to me a 

metaphor for the lack of systemic stability, in terms of traffic, regulations, infrastructure, etc.. 

This system demands a very flexible understanding of how to manage to be in a place on time (or 

not), and rejects the clock-like ideal for work. Discipline is ingrained when systems work as they 

are supposed to, a discipline Bolivian musicians lack, often coming to lessons late, or 

unprepared, or at the last minute: “They came two hours late and thought they would get a 

lesson…If I said yes to all requests, I would be there all day…”217 Students and teachers with 

this flexible approach are unconsciously planning for a schedule where things will change 

constantly.  

 This section also contained my own personal soundscape as an example of a middle-

class musician growing up in this soundscape. I depicted the twenty-first century musical styles 

prominent in the city, where emerging technologies were briefly presented as a means for 

integrating the dichotomy of tradition and modernity. Musical proposals by classically trained 

musicians incorporate genres such as classical music, pop, folk, jazz, blues, hip-hop, punk, 

techno, and world music. In this way, musicians contribute to a soundscape that shapes their 

desire to express themselves and serve society, where time, La Paz time, is relative to the 

moment and the happenings of the pulsating inner beat of the city and it is also a signifier of 

history. 

Capital 

Capital was discussed by Bourdieu as having the forms of social, economic, and cultural. In 

terms of social capital, agents of practice were depicted to highlight the importance of 

networking and how certain institutions confer status that is recognized and eventually 
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transformed into other forms of capital. Partnerships, institutional agreements, associations, and 

organizations aid in this endeavor, as well as informal friendships, relations, and other 

interactions. These connections, or social obligations, are social capital. The role of groups such 

as the Bolivian Association of Flutists (ABF) and the Youth Orchestra of the Andean countries 

(OSJA) were discussed since they represent alternative training opportunities for younger 

musicians who were unable to leave the country to study music abroad. The availability of 

instruments was also discussed since it plays a role in hiring decisions, or in arranging 

institutional exchanges 

Newer orchestras and institutions portray a growth of these networks and hence a very 

interesting effect of supply and demand. In his interview, when I asked about his perception of 

the lack of students in post-secondary studies in music, Alvarez refers to the fact that there are 

few students studying to become professionals not only because of the lack of degrees but also 

because of the lack of availability of jobs: “Es por el mercado laboral, si hubiese más mercado 

quien no estudiaría?”  [It is because of the job market, if there was demand, people would study 

music, who wouldn’t?].218 Organizations and projects created in the last ten years were important 

components in this description of social capital. The new generation of musicians participates in  

projects such as the ABF or the OSJA and plays an important role in the creation of performance 

opportunities in the city. There seems to be a shift to a newer energized group of musicians who 

are bringing projects forward. This also explains the behavior of the audience that supports these 

ventures.  

Economic capital was described to understand value, cost, efforts, and preferences of 

musicians. The works of two authors were utilized. Packman’s “Musicians’ Performances and 
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Performances of ‘Musician’ in Salvador da Bahia, Brazil” described how social changes, 

ideologies of location, and politics affect the musical environment. Additionally, Christian 

Asturizaga’s thesis “Economics of the Professional Musician” gave an economic profile of the 

musicians of the OSNB. This work discusses salaries, other forms of compensation, and different 

career paths among musicians in La Paz from ten years ago. Asturizaga’s term Embrujo de la 

Musa illustrates how musicians in La Paz enter the music market at an early age, with limited 

education, and lack the understanding of the alternatives a professional musician has for making 

a living in this specific setting; the artist in La Paz, and in the country in general, has but few 

known options to survive with dignity.  

Capitalism is key to understanding the music market in La Paz. Just as radio, TV, and the 

internet changed the course of music in the U.S., or opera changed it in the seventeenth century, 

market forces change audiences’ taste and hence determine the work musicians do.219 In La Paz, 

the audience, who pays for the performances and demands specific kinds of music, plays a 

significant role in the determination of performance repertoire for classically trained musicians.  

The role of the family is also very important since they are not only members of the 

audience but in many cases provide food and shelter as well as education and instrument 

maintenance. There are also families that do not support musicians and hence push them into 

different fields.  Families then fall into two categories: those who support musicians, using 

multiple forms of capital, and those who reject or have no means to support the musical 

endeavor. For the latter, musicians with lower capital have no instruments, nor money to pay for 

musical instruction. These musicians have a harder time achieving technical proficiency and tend 

to be more versatile and willing to pursue more popular styles of music. This was the case of one 
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of my informants who started his musical studies very late, with no support from his family, and 

has struggled to pay for tuition and his instruments, as well as other basic needs. Although his is 

a success story since he is now the manager of a cumbia group, which allows him to continue his 

studies and support himself, in general economic class most likely makes a difference in the 

success of a musician’s career. 

Music as profession in La Paz was the main component of cultural capital and also a very 

important aspect of this thesis. To explore national and regional musical tensions between 

professionalism and amateurism, an article by Charles Seeger entitled “Professionalism and 

Amateurism in the Study of Folk Music” was used as a starting point. Seeger points out the 

distinctions between amateur and professional researchers and performers of folk music that can 

be transferred into the conversation among musicians in La Paz. He raises questions about 

education, competence, and the importance of both the amateur and the professional in the field. 

In the case of musicians in La Paz, many are considered professional due to their skill set, 

or studies, even when they do not support themselves with music performance. Meanwhile, most 

of the musicians who support themselves by performing but do not have the degree that gives 

credibility and recognition to their status as musicians situate themselves in a “humble” position 

which implies they are not yet professionals. Therefore, a degree in music seems to raise morale 

among musicians and serves as an important symbol of prestige that turns into cultural capital.  

  Packman’s study was used to exemplify how versatile musicians must be to make their 

living. He outlines the difficulties a musician has in making a career in a place and culture like 

Bahia, Brazil which is not very different from that of La Paz. However, classically trained 

musicians in La Paz also deal with the expectations of classical training that pushes musicians to 
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perform music of the symphonic or solo repertoire from the Western tradition and attaches a 

cultural stigma to other styles of music, in the aristocratic-connoisseur-patron mindset.  

For classically trained musicians in La Paz, the growth of orchestras and musical 

academies is a result of shifts of social and economic capital, although the main prestigious 

institutions continue giving the cues for social capital. Cultural capital has also shifted, reflected 

by events like the Minister of Education in 2013 allowing the CPM to grant B.A. degrees in 

music. Consequently, families have started giving more support to their children who wish to 

pursue music as a degree, and the different initiatives for music making continue to grow; more 

orchestras, chamber groups, schools, and universities are considering more musical fusion 

groups and alternatives for creative musical production. 

Although many musicians showed pride in the fact that they were born in Bolivia, some 

did not feel their capital was as high as it would be if they were from other places, and felt 

somewhat ashamed of what they have accomplished, preserving in this way a colonization 

mindset, an understanding of their role in society that is dependent on stereotypes or cultural 

trends from faraway lands. Unfortunately, this mindset has been perpetuated by teachers from 

the generation of the 1960s and 1970s, who received it from their teachers, and the teachers of 

their teachers. This mindset indicates that good music making for classically trained musicians 

only happens outside of Bolivia and is accessible only by those who possess economic capital; in 

this mindset, classical music cannot really exist in the country, either because of lack of audience 

interest and knowledge or the lack of technical capability of musicians to perform such a refined 

activity. Habitus 

 The general findings of my interviews and notes were based on three general thematic 

groups of words that emerged most frequently during the interviews: 1) education, 2) work, and 
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3) artistry. These three characteristics of music making in La Paz allowed me to define what it 

means to be a musician in La Paz. The CPM has defined the role and characteristics of a 

musician with its curriculum. This curriculum is based on those of early twentieth century 

Europe, in which performance is emphasized and only by winning a competition can one 

graduate. In the case of the CPM, musicians must have a main instrument and perform it so well 

that even without institutional support, succeeding abroad, performing at the OSNB, or teaching 

at CPM is the main career goal. Therefore, a classically trained musician is someone who can 

perform an instrument very well and who can be involved in a recognized institution as 

performer or teacher. This definition does not include anything about how to make a living and 

whether one is awarded a degree. A musician is someone who can perform, research, or instruct 

music making and professionalism is not defined with payment but with a level of contribution 

to the musical soundscape.  

It saddens me that a beautiful city, with an incredible landscape, very unique celebrations, 

and specific cultural offerings provides a very problematic territory where live performance is so 

conditional upon capital and habitus in addition to capitalistic means for making a living. 

Institutions cannot provide the education necessary to train a classical musician. My overall 

sense after talking to many musicians is a dissatisfaction with Bolivian institutions, but also a 

sense of pride to have made the effort to pursue the musician’s path. Very few see this La Paz 

market as a place that nurtures artistic production, perhaps because there is still a sense of 

dependency on the West, either economically or culturally.  

The major struggle that musicians voiced was that of obtaining a degree. The B.A. degree 

is very important because it proclaims one’s social status and helps musicians be accepted and 

recognized by their people. This recognition is expected to result in higher salaries and a sense of 
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prestige that can support creative endeavors, rather than simple survival.  Another major issue 

that surfaced in the education conversation was the lack of teacher training and the almost 

default career every musician has as a pedagogue. Having no preparation for the role of teacher 

but the experience of their own teachers is creating an everlasting chain of either traditional 

approaches to teaching or the implied instruction that recommends students leave the country 

and never return.  

Other Possibilities: Institutional Exchange, Audience, Work, and Wages 

The culture and environment of La Paz is for me an incubator of creative approaches to 

music making and education. Working in music-related entrepreneurial fields is another 

possibility regarding pursuing music as a career. Also, although the audience has expectations of 

music based on the folk music and dances common in the city, meaning they are predisposed to 

music with nationalistic elements, there are performers employing their artistry through different 

possibilities and resources, which may or may not utilize these elements. Since wages are low 

and the government is just beginning to implement initiatives in support of musicians, the path to 

obtaining dignified salaries and higher self-worth will still depend on the passion, creativity, and 

willingness to be “enchanted by the muse” of this generation.  

With the aid of more resources from technology and the return of more musicians from 

abroad, perhaps newer generations of classically trained musicians in La Paz will provide more 

capital in its diverse forms and develop newer forms of musicianship and hence a different 

habitus. Meanwhile, the different roles musicians perform in a freestyle sense as both 

professionals and amateurs will continue shaping a musical identity that is neither Western nor 

Andean, but an encounter and dialogue between them. 
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Suggestions for Further Research 

Because of space, scope, and the design of this study, I was not able to present the 

multiple angles the data have for further analysis. My approach through a Bourdieuan framework 

presents findings based on a cultural analysis done in France. Although the data I had called for a 

Bordieuan approach due to how the conversational themes matched Bourdieu’s definition of 

practice, this perhaps limits the depictions of the multiple ideas I have discussed with many 

musicians; this approach guides the discourse in one direction. My intent, however, is only to 

start unpacking this complex and rich culture. I hope for other researchers to aid my quest and 

present other possible perspectives so that we can obtain a more robust description. 

The interviews I conducted included multiple questions that were not developed fully in 

this thesis. For example, the question of why these musicians became musicians, the 

understanding of their motivation, and what happened in the path towards this decision might 

provide some information about the needs, passions, and ultimately practical reasons behind 

choosing music performance as a career. Furthermore, an analysis of the music these musicians 

prefer along with a more comprehensive soundscape of the city could also provide more 

information about the stimuli these musicians are exposed to, and how much the city itself 

provides for a specific way of sound in music. 

 Asturizaga’s thesis on musicians’ labor practices was done in 2004, and nobody to my 

knowledge has taken a similar study up to today. A replication fourteen years later might be 

interesting for a comparison, in order to delineate and perhaps to predict musicians’ preferences 

for work. Data about their compensation based on education, as well as other training, would 

shed some light upon the return of educational endeavors and other practices existent among 
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musicians. Another study on the economics of the musicians of La Paz could lead to further 

understanding of the ways in which musicians wear different hats to make a living.  

 Another interesting research project might be one that attempted to describe musicians’ 

identity in their artistry: the musical products they offer, the reactions of the audience, and the 

processes through which these musicians found this identity. Along with this idea, it would be 

worthwhile to understand their “taste” and selection of music to hear, dance, and perform, and 

how fulfilled or satisfied they are with this selection. An alternative angle to comprehend taste 

might follow the understanding of colonization and decolonization, and the efforts made in both 

directions by the different agents in the La Paz soundscape. My last research suggestion is for the 

organization of data in the city of La Paz.  Finding resources such as books or concert programs 

is very difficult. There are no archives or main libraries that can aid the researcher to find 

information. There is no musicians’ union in which to find musicians’ contact information or 

biographies that might enhance the depiction of the history of music and musicians in the city. 

The researcher who wishes to work in the city must have not only language skills, but a very 

good understanding or intuition of where information can be found. 
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APPENDIX A 

 

ORAL SOURCES 

Acero, Diana. Interview by author, 10 April 2016. WhatsApp interview. Singer, architect studied 

at the CPM, played different roles with the OSNB and also did musicals, bossa, and other 

music styles. 

Alvares, Hugo. Interview by author, 25 January 2016. Facebook interview. He is a professor at 

the CPM and studied at the Military Music school, and played with the OSNB for many 

years. 

_________. Interview by author, July 11, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia 

Amsler, Eva. Interview by Author, February 2018. Tallahassee, Florida. Prof. Amsler is the flute 

teacher that traveled to Bolivia and has trained teachers and young flute players since 

2001.   

Arancibia, Liz. Interview by author, July 31, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. Violinist that studied at 

Michigan State University and at the CPM.  

Arancibia, Weimar. Interview by author, July 31, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. He studied conducting 

at a workshop at Catholic University and then obtained his MM and DM from Michigan 

State University as a Fulbright scholar. 

Arce, Gaston. Interview by author, August 3, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. Composer that studied in 

Buenos Aires Argentina, funded and led the Loyola University music program, taught at 

the CPM and composed for the OSNB. 

Arevalo, Sergio. Interview by author, August 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. He is a violinist that worked 

with the school of el Alto, studied at the CPM and played at the OSNB. He is now the 

director of the orchestra and music programs at the Private University of Bolivia.  

Asturizaga, Christian. Interview by author, 12 April 2016. WhatsApp interview. He is a violinist 

that studied at the CPM, is a concertmaster at the OSNB, was interim director of the 

OSNB, director and founder of Camus, economist, and performer of a variety of musical 

styles from classical to jazz and world music.  

___________. Interview by author, August 8, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia 

Asturizaga, Wendy. Interview by author, August 6, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. She is a pianist that 

studied at the CPM and taught there for many years, as well as a civil engineer. Currently 
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works fulltime as a volunteer at the Jehovah’s Witness Aymara branch in the translations 

department. 

Costas, Patricia. Interview by author, July 31, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. She is a pianist that studied 

at the CPM and has collaborated extensively with Ramiro Soriano and the CORAL 

NOVA as an accompanist. She is also a sociologist and focusses more on early music 

performance.   

Cuellar, Karin. Interview by author, July 19, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. She is a violinist from the 

city of Santa Cruz that lived in La Paz, studied at the CPM, played at the OSNB, and has 

studied in Chile, Argentina, and the U.S. where she obtained an MM in Early Music 

performance from Case Western, OH. She is currently in London pursuing a music 

certificate.  

Flores, Alejandro. Interview by author, July 31, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. He is a clarinetist that 

studied at the CPM and played at the OSNB. He has also directed orchestras and bands in 

town, as well as led different projects for the clarinetist of the country.  

Garcia, Andrea. Interview by author, July 6, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. She is a cellist from 

Cochabamba that lives in La Paz working with Bolivia Clasica as instructor and 

administrator. She studied in the U.S. for her BA and has also taught at the CPM. 

Iturri, Gabriela. Interview by author, July 17, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. She is the former lawyer of 

the OSNB. She also writes and does photography and painting.  

Mendoza, Ronald. Interview by author, 8 April 2016. WhatsApp interview. He is a violist that 

performs music from the Bolivian folklore and also plays trombone, dances and directs a 

cumbia group called Confusion.  

Mercado, Christian. Interview by author, July 21, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. A recognized actor that 

also plays music and owns a theater. He has collaborated with the OSNB as a narrator for 

a Children’s performance in 2012.  

Mercado, Marlene. Interview by author, July 18, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. She is a viola player that 

studied at the CPM and plays at the OSNB where she was an interim director from July 

2017 to January 2018. She has studied economics. She has also played a very important 

role as an administrator in the early stages of Orquesta de El Alto.  

Navarre, Gustavo. Interview by author, August 3, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. He is a sound and 

recording engineer and producer. His studio CATVS has produced the most well-known 
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and important recordings of the classically trained musicians in La Paz. He is the son of a 

very prominent composer and former director at the CPM that burned all his music. 

Olmos, Hellmyn. Interview by author, July 19, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. She is a violinist and 

Telecommunications engineer. She has studied at the CPM and performed at the OSNB. 

She is currently working in Argentina and playing violin on the side. 

Osaky, Hector. Interview by author, July 26, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. He is a guitarist that studied 

at the CPM. He is a father of three and teacher of guitar at different institutions in La Paz 

and Oruro. He is one of the few musicians in La Paz that dedicates solely to the 

performance of music and teaching.  

Perez, Fedor. Interview by author, July 26, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. He is a civil engineer that 

attends music concerts regularly. He is a friend since childhood. 

Rojas, Danilo. Interview via e-mail, February 2018. He is a jazz pianist that studied in 

Switzerland and who lives in Australia. He has taught in the CPM and has published the 

first Bolivian tunes for jazz musicians that contains his compositions, Bolivian jazz, rock, 

folklore and of his Dad Gilberto Rojas who was a very famous folklore composer.  

Sakuma, Sachiko. Interview by author, July 25, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. She is a pianist whose 

specialty is in early music with organ and harpsichord as her instruments. She is the 

academic dean of the CPM and teacher of piano. 

Stebleton, Michelle. Interview by author, February 2018. Tallahassee, Florida. Prof. Stebleton 

teaches at Florida State University and has visited La Paz as a guest artist in a project 

organized for exchange in between the OSNB and FSU as well as with the French horn 

players of Bolivia.  

Wayar, Alejandra. Interview by author, July 20, 2017. La Paz, Bolivia. She is a singer who has 

studied at the CPM and The Hague Conservatory in the Netherlands. Her specialty is in 

early music and currently teaches in her private studio and works as an administrator. 
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APPENDIX B 

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Interview Questions: 

1. How did you decide to become a musician? 

a. Do you have siblings or family members, friends who inspired you? 

b. Was there a turning point in your career path that help you decide to continue 

with music as a career? 

c. Did you have mentors, teachers that inspired you? 

d. What kind of music did you listen to when growing up? 

2. What is your schedule like during weekdays? 

a. Tell me about a normal day routine you have, you wake up, go to work, or not… 

b. How many hours do you play your instrument? Write, conduct, etc. 

c. How many hours do you spend in planning the gigs, marketing, or other 

nonmusical things necessary for your working as a musician? 

3. What is your schedule like after working hours, what are working hours for you? 

a. What do you do in the weekends? 

b. What do you do in the evenings? 

c. Do you travel a lot? 

d. Can you keep up with the social engagements from family and friends? 

4. What kind of music do you enjoy listening to? 

a. Do you attend to concerts? if so what kind? 

b. Do you listen to the radio? 

c. What music you dislike the most to listen to? To play? 

5. What do you think are the most important characteristics of the soundscape of La Paz? 

a. How would describe and what sounds can you find in the city of La Paz? 

b. What styles of music are there around? 

6. Do you think you make enough money for your living expenses? 

a. Do you have your own apartment? 

b. Do you have a family? Kids, wife, husband, what do they do? 

c. Can you afford to pay the expenses related to maintain your professional career 

(overalls, check ups, tuning, etc) 

d. Do you have a car?   

e. Do you have a different business, or other sources of income? 

f. Which musical activity pays the most? 

7. What advice would you give to the young aspiring for a professional career musicians? 

a. If you were to do it all over, would you change your career path? 

b. What other skills would you have loved to know when growing up? 

c. Do you have any frustration with your musical career? 
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d. Do you think they need to leave the country to become real musicians? 

8. Do you think there is good music education in La Paz? 

a. What institutions of music would you advise to go to? 

b. How should the curricula be to make the best musicians education? 

 

9. How do you define your musical identity? 

a. Do you think you have a musical product to offer? 

b. What do you think the majority of people in La Paz would pay to listen to/to 

attend to a concert? 

c. What musical styles do you play?  

d. Which musical style gives you the most income? 

10. What are the professional ensembles that live out of making music in the city? 

a. Are there musical styles that make more money than others? 

11. Is there an ensemble, or kind of music that gives a musician the best prestige? 

12. Are there people you know that only do music for living?  

a. What kinds of music do they perform? 

13. Think of a musician you admire in the city, what does he do? How does he do it? What 

makes him/her successful? 

14. What is the best orchestra in the world? Or conservatory/ conductor/ guitarist/ 

instrumentalist, depending on the interviewee 

a. Why? 

b. What do they do well? 

c. What do you think gave his/her fame? 

d. How was his/her training? 

e. Does this person/institution have something you/your institution do not? What is 

it? 

15. What would your dream job be? 

a. What would you do? 

b. Would you be your own boss? 

c. Would you be making music? 

d. If so, in what capacity? 

16. Do you think you would get bored if you only worked in your dream job? 

a. Do you need to have a variety in your life? 

b. Do you need more flexibility in the schedule? 

c. Do you need your activities to be different or similar? 

17. Do you think that people in LA PAZ have equal opportunities to develop their talents as 

in any other place on earth? 

a. Do you think there is talent in the youth, or in paceños?  
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APPENDIX C 

 

IRB  

 

Office of the Vice President for 

Research Human Subjects 

Committee 

Tallahassee, Florida 32306-2742 

(850) 644-8673 · FAX (850) 

644-4392 APPROVAL 

MEMORANDUM 

Date

: To: 

De

pt 

04/13/2018 

 

Vivianne Asturizaga 

 

MUSIC SCHOOL 

From: Thomas L. Jacobson, Chair 

Re: Use of Human Subjects in Research 

Born in Bolivia: Classical Musicians Workforce Culture in La Paz 

The application that you submitted to this office in regard to the use of human subjects 

in the proposal referenced above have been reviewed by the Secretary, the Chair, and 

two members of the Human Subjects 

Committee. Your project is determined to be Expedited per 45 CFR § 

46.110(7) 

by an expedited review process. 

and has been 
approved 
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The Human Subjects Committee has not evaluated your proposal for scientific merit, 

except to weigh the risk to the human participants and the aspects of the proposal related to 

potential risk and benefit. This approval does not replace any departmental or other 

approvals, which may be required. 

If you submitted a proposed consent form with your application, the approved stamped 

consent form is attached to this approval notice. Only the stamped version of the consent 

form may be used in recruiting research subjects. 

If the project has not been completed by you must request a renewal of approval for 

continuation of the project. As a courtesy, a renewal notice will be sent to you prior to your 

expiration date; however, it is your responsibility as the Principal Investigator to timely 

request renewal of your approval from the Committee. 

You are advised that any change in protocol for this project must be reviewed and 

approved by the Committee prior to implementation of the proposed change in the 

protocol. A protocol change/amendment form is required to be submitted for approval by 

the Committee. In addition, federal regulations require that the Principal Investigator 

promptly report, in writing any unanticipated problems or adverse events involving risks to 

research subjects or others. 

 

By copy of this memorandum, the chairman of your department and/or your major 

professor is reminded that he/she is responsible for being informed concerning research 

projects involving human subjects in the department, and should review protocols as 

often as needed to insure that the project is being conducted in compliance with our 

institution and with DHHS regulations. 

 

This institution has an Assurance on file with the Office for Human Research 

Protection. The Assurance Number is IRB00000446. 

Cc: Frank Gunderson <fgunderson@fsu.edu>, Advisor 2017.21197 

HSC No. 2017.21197 

mailto:Frank%20Gunderson%20%3cfgunderson@fsu.edu%3e,
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