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Preface  
 
This PhD dissertation is the result of the artistic research undertaken at the Academy 
of Creative and Performing Arts, Faculty of Humanities, Leiden University, the 
Netherlands. It has been completed within the framework of docARTES programme 
at the Orpheus Institute, Gent, Belgium, with the following supervising team: 
 
Directing supervisors: Joep Bor and Frans de Ruiter. 
Academic specialist: Edgardo Rodríguez. 
Artistic specialist: Gustavo Beytelmann. 
 
These four years have been a challenging journey, in which intense work in both the 
artistic and theoretical domains have come together with the aim of exploring the art 
of creating and re-creating1 tango music.  
 
 
Aims and contents of the dissertation 
 
In this research I analyse, decode and reflect on certain significant arrangements and 
compositions by Osvaldo Pugliese, Horacio Salgán, Astor Piazzolla and 
Gustavo Beytelmann in order to gain a deeper understanding of the artistic concepts 
and theoretical foundations of tango, as well as my own creative work.  
 
I have chosen the four above-mentioned artists for two main reasons: first, for their 
contribution to the definition of the model2 of tango language; second, for their 
‘thickening’ or enlarging of that model through their numerous, ever-lasting 
contributions to tango. I use the term ‘thickening’ since I understand the development 
of this music as a clear continuity, with its luminaries – always rooted in the tango 
tradition – both combining the already existing techniques and materials in new ways, 
and providing additional ones from other practices through a process of borrowing 
and transforming. I strongly believe that the four musicians I have examined were 
able to stretch tango boundaries precisely because they knew the codes of the 
language so well.  
 
In the case of Pugliese and Salgán, they were pillars in the 1940s, when the main 
features of this music were fixed and standardized. Moreover, they developed some 
traits of tango further while introducing new materials, techniques and concepts that 
were integrated into the general model, becoming in turn models for new 
compositions, arrangements and styles. As for Piazzolla and Beytelmann, a similar 
process occurred: they took a step forward in the development of tango language by 
pushing its boundaries and exploring its constituent elements further. Again, by 
introducing new materials, techniques and concepts, they defined new models which, 
in Piazzolla’s case, are already standards in their own right. Regarding Beytelmann, I 
believe he will inspire new generations of musicians with his fresh, innovative 
techniques and ideas. 
 

                                                 
1 See The Fundamentals. 
2 Ibid. 
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My research project has a two-fold purpose:  
 

1. To dig into the constituent elements of tango in order to decode how specific 
musical materials were organized and combined by the musicians. For this 
purpose, I have analysed a select number of representative pieces through a 
study of their scores and recordings. Special attention has been paid to the 
perception of phenomena beyond the scores, which are often incongruous with 
what is heard. This part of the work has led to the definition of certain artistic 
processes within the genre, theoretical foundations for such processes, and, in 
all, a deeper understanding of the art of composing and arranging tango, in 
addition to an overall, chronological view of the development of the genre and 
its techniques. The articulation and dissemination of this (partly) embodied 
knowledge has resulted in an original contribution to the field, providing new 
insights with which both I and the greater artistic community will be able to 
enrich our skills in arranging, composing and performing tango music. 

 
2. To develop myself as a musician by distilling difficult-to-find information on 

the music created by the four artists under research. By reflecting on and 
experimenting with the outcomes and findings of this research, I can now 
determine which concepts work best within my own tango language, and 
discover new possibilities and standards for my production. As Beytelmann 
states about his own musical experience, quoting the Argentinean writer Jorge 
Luis Borges: “It is everyone’s duty to find their own voice within language” 3, 
the search for my voice being essential to this project. This drive has guided 
my research and musical life during the last years. 

 
 
Research methodologies  
 
Diverse approaches, activities and methodologies have been explored and applied to 
conduct this research in-and-through artistic practice and creation. This includes 
bibliographic research (books, published interviews, magazines, journals, symposium 
reports, CD/DVD booklets); data collection (audio-visual media, documents, original 
scores, programme notes, the internet); structural analysis of scores and recordings; 
interviews, and the translation of the outcomes into my own productions through 
empiric methods that allowed for experimentation with my findings.  
 
The initial search for bibliographic material took place in Argentina. Books quoted in 
the Bibliography were classified, studied and used mainly for framing and 
contextualizing the research, describing the state of the art of the subject, and 
obtaining biographical (and anecdotal) data of musicians and their works. The study 
of related media, through the internet as well as through visual material and 
recordings, served the same purpose. A few books4 specifically focused on musical 
features were helpful for the definitions provided in the Glossary, which includes 
several examples taken from them. 
                                                 
3 Personal interview, March 2011. 
4 Gallo, Ramiro: El violín en el tango; Munich: G. Ricordi & Co., 2011; Peralta, Julián: La orquesta 
típica: mecánica y aplicación de los fundamentos técnicos del tango; Buenos Aires: author, 2008; 
Salgán, Horacio: Curso de tango; Buenos Aires: author, 2001. 
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Although most books and articles dealing with tango focus on historical or 
biographical issues, several published interviews with the musicians under analysis 
have proven to be quite useful. Even though the artists themselves do not explicitly 
say much about their way of writing and arranging tangos, some interviews provide 
invaluable information about their professional lives and opinions about their own 
music and tango in general. In this respect, the interviews I personally conducted in 
Argentina and Europe both for my Master’s research and for the present dissertation, 
produced crucial pieces of information while allowing me a closer contact with the 
world of tango. Luckily enough, I was able to discuss many of Beytelmann’s pieces 
directly with the composer himself, several features of Salgán’s music with his son 
César (who has continued his father’s quintet and plays the same repertoire), and 
certain issues regarding Pugliese and Piazzolla’s oeuvre with musicians who played 
side by side with them or knew them well (Marconi, Lavallén, Stampone, Marcelli, 
Garello, among others). This was a privilege of immense value and gave me the 
chance of meeting generous and kind people, listening to fantastic anecdotes and 
music, as well as embracing the tango world from many different angles. 
 
Apart from the data taken from existing literature, all other information presented in 
this dissertation is original and arises from my engagement with – and reflections on – 
tango music in two interlinked domains: my practice as pianist, arranger and 
composer, and the theoretical work fulfilled during the last seven years, first for my 
Master, later for this PhD trajectory.  
 
The main body of this dissertation results from the structural analysis of certain pieces 
by the four key musicians in this research. A significant amount of scores and audio 
material was gathered by visiting libraries, archives, collectors and musicians, both in 
Argentina and Europe. After examining a substantial number of audio tracks and 
sheet music, making transcriptions of recordings into scores, and correcting 
incomplete or mistaken ones, I carefully selected the pieces I consider most 
representative of the four composers I had chosen and went back to them for a deeper 
analysis. My choice of the tangos for the case studies is specified in each instance, 
and was based on both the judgement of the composers themselves (when available) 
and my own, as well as – oftentimes – public consensus. The multiple perspectives 
that were used for structural analyses seek to go beyond partial approaches that do not 
address works in a comprehensive way. This gave me the opportunity for a close 
observation of many issues with the aim of discovering and decoding the elements, 
techniques and procedures they were based on and that could define the stylistic traits 
of their composers. I have classified the main characteristics and innovative 
peculiarities of those pieces by taking into consideration formal, textural, harmonic 
and melodic features, rhythm and meter, techniques of variation, orchestration and 
segmentation, timbral and percussive effects, the use of register, performance 
techniques, and the relationship between the main lines and the diverse 
accompanimental archetypes. The same parameters and techniques were observed 
throughout all the pieces, taking into account perceptive and performative issues, and 
they were formalized in: 
 
a) chapters 1-4, constituting a precise summary of the stylistic traits and language of 
each composer; 
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b) chapter 5, presenting a comparative analysis of the same piece by three of the four 
artists under research – showing their common points and contrasts; 
c) the general conclusions – contributing a complete overview of the composers’ 
oeuvre, their influences, and the development of tango music in the last seventy years.  
 
In addition, and parallel to the above-mentioned methodologies, I engaged in 
complementary activities. Consulting tango and non-tango musicians has contributed 
indispensable insight and information for my research. Working together with 
researchers and Western art music5 composers who were not familiar with tango 
language was also essential. The former helped me to define a vocabulary and forced 
me to the difficult task of transforming my sometimes confusing and passionate ideas 
and intuitions into clear and objective explanations and conceptualizations. The latter 
helped me to discover musical possibilities outside the genre that I could combine 
with traditional tango elements, and led me to consolidate my views and taste through 
experimenting with different kinds of materials and techniques alien to the tango 
tradition.  
 
Last but not least, the formulation of hypothesis and conclusions, and the translation 
of the findings into my own production through empiric methods and experimentation 
were executed alongside the analytical part of the work. The continuous exchange 
between the practical and theoretical aspects of this research project was essential, 
always strengthening and feeding back each other. I have successfully integrated 
many of the findings into my own music, be it compositional or performative. This 
becomes clear in the last chapter, which includes the analysis of three compositions 
and their complete scores. Then follows a list of the pieces arranged and composed 
during these four years, some of which will be performed in the final concert 
preceding the public defence of this written dissertation. 
 
 
Organization and specific contents of the dissertation  
 
The dissertation is organized as follows: 
 

a) An Introduction contextualizes the research, the musicians studied and tango 
music in general, while establishing a connection with the current situation of 
the subject under analysis. 

b) “The Fundamentals” introduces key features of tango music. 
c) A Glossary defines the vocabulary used in the dissertation, and provides 

explanatory annotations. 
d) The main body of the research is divided into four sections, each devoted to a 

different artist: Pugliese, Salgán, Piazzolla and Beytelmann. Every section 
begins with a brief biography, continues with the analysis of the pieces, and 
ends with a concise summary of the techniques found. The CD accompanying 
this dissertation contains the respective pieces, which carry the timing of the 
main issues described in the analyses.  

e) A comparative analysis of a traditional tango, El entrerriano by Rosendo 
Mendizábal, will follow the chapters about the four artists. In this section, 

                                                
5 See Glossary. 



9 
	
  

three of the four musicians’ arrangements will be looked at to further highlight 
their different approaches to the same musical material.  

f) A chapter devoted to the music I have composed in the light of my findings 
and as a result of experimenting with the materials.  

g) And finally, a closing chapter devoted to the general conclusions. 
 
This dissertation is focused only on instrumental music; thus, sung tangos will not be 
analysed. Although some of the pieces under analysis had lyrics in their original 
version, they will be studied in their instrumental arrangements with little or no 
reference to the lyrics. Aspects related to the dance and other artistic expressions that 
are part of the tango universe will not be included either. Biographical, historical and 
social references are aimed at complementing the main subject of this dissertation (the 
creation and re-creation in instrumental tango by the four above-mentioned composers); 
consequently, they are not meant to be exhaustive. 
 
In any case, unless otherwise noted, all quotes (both from material sources and from 
the interviews) are translated into English by me. 
 
 
Significance and results of the dissertation  
 
Having to solve many issues in my everyday practice of writing and performing tango 
music was how this research got started. I had to combine my interest in composing 
and arranging, and my experience in performing this music, with research methods to 
gain data and to fill what I perceived to be a large gap in information on tango. 
Therefore, I can state with confidence that this research would not have been possible 
without being myself a tango musician – with a classical background – for so many 
years. This gives me several advantages: first, I am in the middle of music practice, as 
a performer, arranger and composer. Second, from this position, when doing research 
I am able to pose different questions and draw different conclusions, whilst grasping 
the codes of the genre in an all-embracing way. Moreover, many of the pieces 
included in this dissertation are part of the repertoire I have played with different 
ensembles, as are many other compositions and arrangements by the selected masters. 
This gives me a larger picture and deeper understanding of their production and the 
necessary perspective for fully comprehending those pieces. Through analysis and 
theoretical research I have discovered a great deal of features and details of which I 
was unaware while playing. Likewise, my style of performing and writing tango 
music after doing this research has new attributes and a new approach. 
 
In addition, playing with many tango musicians of both the current and older 
generations has provided me with a unique, first-hand insight into distinctive features 
and tricks of tango, and into the stories behind this language. As many clues are 
actually passed on through oral tradition, and much knowledge lies in and behind its 
shared codes, I assume that a non-tango musician could not have grasped this 
language in the same way as I do. In fact, many of the relevant issues result from the 
inseparable combination of my musical background and knowledge, and my activities 
in research, through which I could access further information and explore new paths 
with respect, intuition and a strong sense of belonging to the genre.  
 
Below are the results of my search and research. 
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