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CHAPTER 6
DEFINING AUDIBLE DEMOCRACY:
NEW MUSIC IN POST-DICTATORSHIP ARGENTINA
VIOLETA NIGRO GIUNTA

O

n 30th October 1983, Raúl Alfonsín became Argentina’s first democratically elected
president, after six years of authoritarian government following the military coup in
1976. The military had carried out a regime of state terrorism, hunting down left-

wing guerrillas and political dissidents, and disappearing 30,000 people in clandestine centres
of torture (desaparecidos). Thus began a time of reconstruction, during which the new
government would have to define what the new democracy would be like, the roles of its
institutions and its actors.
I will analyse how a specific sector of culture, that of avant-garde, contemporary, or
‘new art’ music, faced this new era.1 The aim will be to explore how or whether the democratic
discourse and values were incorporated into this sphere: what was new music supposed to
sound like? Was there an actual sound of democracy? I will show how the debates in new
music underline larger questions concerning Argentina’s new democracy: its defining
characteristics, including the construction of a new idea of nation; the importance of occupying
1

Since the return of democracy, it is the term ‘contemporary’ that has been privileged by actors in this field.
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public space; and the central role of archives and memory. In a country that had had several
military coups during the course of the twentieth century, can we consider democracy as
capable of being reconstructed, or rather did it need to be created anew?
DEFINITIONS FROM WITHIN: GERARDO GANDINI AND ESTAR (1984)
According to music critic Federico Monjeau, avant-garde music had two defining moments in
Argentina (Monjeau 2014). The first was led by composer Juan Carlos Paz in the 1930s and
1940s, who introduced twelve-tone techniques of composition to Latin America, created
groups and societies for performing new art music, and was an active critic and writer (Corrado
2010, 2012). A second ‘moment’ took place in the 1960s, around an institution: the Latin
American Centre for Advanced Music Studies (CLAEM), created in 1961 as part of the
Torcuato Di Tella Art Institute (which also had centres for visual arts and theatre). Directed by
composer Alberto Ginastera, the centre awarded scholarships to young composers from
different countries in Latin America to study composition with international guests (such as
Aaron Copland, Bruno Maderna, Riccardo Malipiero, Olivier Messiaen, Luigi Nono and Iannis
Xenakis), as well as with a permanent local teaching staff (which included Ginastera himself,
and pianist and composer Gerardo Gandini). The CLAEM also built an electronic laboratory
under the direction of sound engineer Fernando von Reichenbach and composer Francisco
Kröpfl, which played a central role in the region until its closure in 1971 (Castiñeira de Dios
2011; Novoa 2014; Vazquez 2015).
With the return of democracy to Argentina, the field of new music underwent a process
of transformation and reorganisation, that would lead to what we will define as a third moment,
during the 1990s. One of the main characteristics of this new moment was a gradual
institutionalization of the field, and the emergence of at least one important chef de file – the
composer Gerardo Gandini (1936-2012). Gandini had been an important figure during the
1960s, and had remained active since. In the new democratic Argentina, he came to direct or
be involved with most of the new institutions, as well as to set the tone for how this new
democratic life was to be embodied in new music.
As is the case with many new democracies, in Argentina the perception reigned that
culture was re-emerging, as from the dark ages, with the idea of a ‘reset’, of starting over. In
this sense we can think of the Argentine dictatorship, borrowing Henry Rousso’s concept, as
the country’s ‘latest catastrophe’ – an event that creates, in the generation that follows, a certain
necessity to re-write this recent history; that creates a sense of rupture in the present from these
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past and critical (often traumatic) events, and re-establishes individual and collective identities
(Rousso 2012: 251).
However, cultural and musical life had continued during the dictatorship. To analyse
the complexities of music during the dictatorship exceeds the scope of this chapter, and it is
also the subject of published and on-going research (Paraskevaídis 2008; Garutti 2015; Giunta
2015; Buch 2016; Hess 2017). It suffices to establish that there were composers forced to go
into exile (as was the case of Mariano Etkin); composers that worked for state institutions,
engaged in discussions on music’s future autonomy (such as José Maranzano); and also, quite
a large grey area of composers that had some relation to the state for specific projects, but that
worked mostly in private institutions.
Many intellectuals have theorised that during most of the authoritarian regimes in
Argentine contemporary history, there were places of resistance, or as Carlos Altamirano calls
them, ‘ghettos where democracy took shelter’ (Altamirano 1986). For Altamirano, the
underground publications that came out during the regime were examples of such ghettos. This
idea of a ghetto could also be applied to Gerardo Gandini’s new music concerts and seminars
at the Goethe Institute, that began in 1976 and went on until 1990, and his activities (concert
series and workshops) at the Fundación San Telmo.2
One of the first events organised by the new democratic Secretary for Culture in the
field of new music took place in August 1984, in the city of Cordoba: the Segundas Jornadas
Nacionales de Música del Siglo XX (Second National Conference on Twentieth-Century
Music). 3 Twenty-two composers were asked to give a lecture to provide an answer to the
following question: what is the situation of the Argentine composer in relation to the aesthetic
tendencies of today? This question resonated with the government’s interest in putting
Argentina, culturally speaking, ‘back in the world’.
The speeches given by government officials (the Minister for Culture and Education
for the Cordoba, and the Sub-Secretary for Culture for Buenos Aires) emphasised the beginning
of a ‘new context for freedom’, in which there were ‘new paths for the Argentine people to
rediscover their cultural identity’, and where ‘culture’ and ‘democracy’ should be regarded as
complementary terms. The focus was to bring renowned composers together with the younger

2

The activities of Gandini during the dictatorship are not absolutely clear, although they were mostly in the private
sector (at the Goethe Institute and the Fundación San Telmo), as well as in music for the theatre.
3
Little is known of the predecessor event to this conference. However, one likely possibility is that this event was
named ‘Second’ in relation to the Primeras Jornadas de Música Experimental (First National Conference on
Experimental Music), held in the same city in 1966.
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generations (Peyrano 1984), regardless of their aesthetic – both the more ‘avant-garde’ and the
more ‘traditional’ (Inchausti 1984).
Surprisingly, none of the presentations (published as conference proceedings at the
time) referred to the previous dictatorial state or referenced the new democracy directly. Most
composers highlighted the necessity of musicians to organise themselves, and demanded a
cultural policy from the State that was inclusive – aesthetically but also geographically,
privileging neither city centres nor the capital city of Buenos Aires. Most interventions,
therefore, appealed directly to the image that the new government put forward: a State that
would guarantee an institutional consistency that would support culture. The newly appointed
National Director for Music, Ivan Cosentino, concluded the meeting by fixing an institutional
goal – to support all kinds of music - as well as an aesthetic goal – to contribute to the quest
for a musical identity that did not turn its back to European tradition, but that would nonetheless
be Latin American.
The first aspect deserving of analysis is the slightly curious concern for the ‘national’,
for defining what is ‘Argentine’ music, which we can also observe in the texts presented in the
same meeting by other influential composers such as Francisco Kröpfl (Kröpfl 1984) and
Mariano Etkin, who spoke of the clash between European and Native American cultures and
the problems this raised when defining the Nation (Etkin 1984). On the one hand, this concern
for what is ‘national music’ was not new: much of Argentine new music during the twentieth
century had been defined in the binary terms of nationalism versus universalism, often in direct
association with two composers, Alberto Ginastera and Juan Carlos Paz (Buch 2007). These
discussions about identity would continue well into the 1990s. On the other, it can be argued
that in this particular context, there was a direct relation between this need for a definition of
the ‘national’ and the need for a definition of ‘democracy’. Indeed, the intellectual discussions
at the time revolved around this problem: Argentina’s twentieth-century history comprised a
succession of military coups and democratically elected governments. During the periods of
democratic reconstruction, defining what the new government should be went hand in hand
with defining what the nation was.
In 1982, the sociologist Juan Carlos Portantiero proposed a relationship between nation
and democracy that spanned Argentine history since the 1880s: in a country with an ever
changing population due to immigration, creating a sense of national belonging was precisely
one of the obstacles for establishing a democracy. Integrating the immigrants as citizens (who
could vote) through culture became crucial to the creation of a democratic state. This meant
that, in the early twentieth century, in a country of immigrants that were not yet citizens, the
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‘question of the nation’ and the ‘question of democracy’ were two parts of the same problem
(Portantiero 1982). In 1984, in the aftermath of the horrors of the worst dictatorial regime in
the country’s history, the new democracy also needed to establish what it is to be Argentine. A
new narrative of the Nation would begin to unfold, now linked to questions of memory and
human rights, to the notion of justice associated to the law (with the trials of the military leaders
and the publishing of the Nunca Más4), and to the creation of solid and lasting institutions.
At the same conference, Gerardo Gandini read a text, Estar (Being – To be), that took
both a political and an aesthetic stand, and which went on to become influential for his
generation (see Gandini 1984). In Estar, Gandini described the different aesthetic musical
tendencies of, basically, everyone present in the room: those who were still using serial
techniques of composition; those who were immersed in the electronic studio; those who were
still doing ‘experiences’ (referring to performance art and happenings); and those who were
making music with noises and extended techniques. The composer then dismissed all of these
tendencies one by one, judging them as no longer relevant, with the following arguments about
their composers: they were purists; they were naïve for thinking that we need constant novelty;
they were caught up in discussions of music that do not concern them, as Argentines, but belong
to composers from Europe and the US. He then went on to describe what Argentine new music
should be, in this moment of ‘historical synthesis’, for those willing to accept the entirety of
musical history, both national and global. According to Gandini, Argentine new music should
mimic the other great Argentine artists (such as writer Jorge Luis Borges, visual artist Xul
Solar, and filmmaker Leopoldo Torre Nilsson) by accepting tradition and avant-garde, and
embracing all styles and techniques at once. His text wrapped up with a provocation: ‘there is
a generation that has been waiting in the starting line, will it dare to pull the trigger?’ (Gandini
1984).
Estar was radical: new Argentine music should not include serialism; it should not
include electronic music; it should not include experimental music.5 In the same conference,
composer Marta Lambertini (a disciple of Gandini’s) read a text that echoes her teacher’s: true
Argentine music could use all available techniques, but it would exist only through the

4

Nunca Más was a book that brought together the results from the interdisciplinary commission (CONADEP)
that was assigned to investigate and assemble proof and testimonies of the atrocities committed by the military.
5
Arguably, experimental composers, meaning in this case groups of composers doing improvised avant-garde
music, had been the most affected by the dictatorship. A few had continued their activities at the Goethe Institute
when the military coup came, but soon thereafter had to go into exile. Most came back with the return of
democracy and slowly started activities, creating new improvisation groups. None of these composers were
present at the conference, and they have since stayed in the background, remaining until today the groups with
little to no state support. They have nevertheless been the focus of recent articles (Deward 2018).
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emergence of unique composers that will develop unique individual styles and thus establish a
national school (Lambertini 1984). Neither Lambertini nor Gandini took what one would
assume to be a ‘democratic’ aesthetic stand. Lambertini, though claiming that all techniques
may be used, seemed to feel that strong leaders were necessary for Argentine music to exist.
Gandini, instead of preaching for a diversity, a plurality of styles, pinpointed one unique way
forward: his own. He wrote a manifesto that ends, as many manifestos do, with a trigger being
pulled. It ends with a bang.
During the 1980s, Gandini became an ever more important actor in the field,
establishing himself as the main figurehead for new music in the 1990s. There are multiple
possible reasons for this. Perhaps it was his versatility as a musician: a charismatic persona,
Gandini was as much a performer as a composer, and had always been active in the creation of
ensembles, enabling music to be played and heard. Perhaps it was his capacities as a
pedagogue: not only teaching composition students, but also pushing for concert-lectures in
free concerts, trying to engage his public by explaining the works. Another reason could be his
immediate predisposition to establish an exchange with artists from theatre and literature,
beginning a strong new wave of instrumental theatre and contemporary operas. There were
also his connections to popular music – he had been pianist to Astor Piazzolla’s Quinteto, and
was also a friend to famous rockers, such as Fito Paez. And perhaps it was because as early as
1984, he was willing to give a definition of what this new music was, its identity. He was ready
to single out a clear aesthetic way forward. But was there something in this aesthetic path that
especially appealed or resonated with the ideas of this new democracy?
GANDINI’S IMAGINARY MUSEUM OF MUSICAL MATERIALS
Gandini’s aesthetic involved a very specific kind of intertextuality, not through musical citation
but rather through references to other musics as pre-existing musical materials, which he called
found musical objects (objets trouvés). In ‘Objetos encontrados’, one of his articles on the
subject, he developed the idea of a musical composition as ‘one possible reading among many,
of the material’ (Gandini 1991) (see Fig. 6.1). The appropriation of pre-existing materials also
included their re-elaboration.6 He described the procedure as follows. A basic idea is ‘found’;
as with Marcel Duchamp, this objet trouvé is a ‘carefully chosen object’. This found idea then

6

This way of working with pre-existing materials can also be found in the music of other Argentine composers
such as Antonio Tauriello, Marta Lambertini or Pablo Ortiz.
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‘proliferates’. In its proliferation, the pre-existing material expands and finds new possibilities,
it can represent new things, and acquire new meanings. It is here that that the compositional
process, the new creative gesture, flourishes as well. This technique enabled him to use the
same harmonic material in several works, while altering the montage (see Fig. 6.2); these
interconnected works, which derived from the same materials, Gandini termed ‘series’. Figure
6.3 illustrates one of these series, each piece deriving from works by Schumann.

Fig. 6.1. Gerardo Gandini, ‘Objetos encontrados’
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Fig. 6.2. Sources for Gerardo Gandini’s ‘objets trouvés’

Fig. 6.3. Gerardo Gandini’s ‘Serie Schumann’

To these objets trouvés, Gandini applied different techniques that he described as
‘filtering’ (taking notes away), ‘rewriting’, ‘reprinting’, ‘frottage’, and finally, ‘quodlibet’
(citation of known melodies). As an example, we can consider the procedure of ‘horizontal
filtering’ present in his piano piece Eusebius, four nocturnes for piano (or one nocturne for
four pianos), written in 1984 and one of the first works of the Schumann series.7 In this work,
Gandini chose as his material Robert Schumann’s piano piece Davidbündlertanzer no. 14; he
then proceeded to write four nocturnes by taking notes away from the original. For the first
nocturne, he chose mostly chromatic relations; for the second, intervals of fourths and fifths;
sixths and thirds for nocturne III; and octaves for the fourth. These selective filters are,

7

Several scholars and music theorists have undertaken a detailed analysis of this work; see Etkin et al. 2001;
Menacho 2015; Monjeau 2018.
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however, more a matter of general colour than a strict procedure (Etkin et al. 2001: 4–5). He
used most of the original notes, but not all of them. The notes appear in the exact same place
as in the Schumann source, but Gandini gave them a different duration, intensity and
articulation. Finally, Eusebius has a subtitle, within parenthesis in the score: ‘(or one nocturne
for four pianos)’. This allows for the performance of all four nocturnes simultaneously, thus
reconstructing the original piece. Ex. 6.1 shows the first four bars of the Schumann piece and
the first four bars of each of the nocturnes.

Example 6.1. (top) Robert Schumann, Davidsbündlertänze, op. 6/14 (1838); (bottom) Gerardo
Gandini, Eusebius (1984).
© 2007 Melos Ediciones Musicales S.A., Buenos Aires, Argentina, www.melos.com.ar
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Writing about the use of quotation in Latin American contemporary music, composer
Pablo Ortiz highlights the place of musical tradition as a starting point to make something new
(Ortiz 2017). As we have established, the discussion of ‘what is Argentine music?’, and of
‘what is the identity of an Argentine composer?’, especially in relation to Europe and the West,
were recurring topics in the new music scene in Argentina. Ortiz, not unlike Gandini, links this
aesthetic to Borges and his uses of history: Gandini re-writes Schumann like Borges’ character
Pierre Menard – in Pierre Menard, Author of the Quixote – (re)writes, word by word, Don
Quixote (Borges 1962). Gandini himself associated it with the notion of falsification, of
robbery, which the Argentine writer Ricardo Piglia described as the ‘Argentine tradition’: a
‘way of working with cultural materials that denotes a degree of deliria’ (Gandini 1991).
Similarities in the way both Gandini and Piglia conceived artistic discourses are drawn also by
Omar Corrado: both artists rejected the modern paradigm of originality, and prized instead the
frictions created by a new approach to past materials and languages emerging from a personal
and epochal museum (Corrado 2001).
In other words, Gandini’s aesthetic was in tune with this local literary scene and its uses
of intertextuality. Writing about 1980s Argentine and Brazilian literature, Florencia Garramuño
speaks of ‘practices that de-stabilize and re-create the past in the present’, without denying the
materiality of this debris of reality; she defines this as a ‘politics of archives and memory’,
borrowing the ‘archival paradigm’ from Ana María Guasch (Garramuño 2016: 60). Gandini’s
use of past musical materials similarly evokes this archival paradigm. The new democratic
government would be built around the investigation of crimes committed during the
dictatorship, the pursuit of justice for victims, and the idea of consolidating memory not to
forget the horrors, so that they could never happen again. ‘Nunca Más’ (‘never again’) was the
rallying expression of the time. An argument can be made for the resonance of Gandini’s
aesthetic with this intertwining of democracy and memory, within the Argentinian context.
Indeed, an anxiety about the past can be found in several of his works – starting with early
works such as Piagne et sospira (1969) and Fantaisie-Impromptu (1970), and then reappearing in Paisaje
Imaginario (1988), Lunario Sentimental (1989) and also the chamber opera La casa sin sosiego
(1992), which refers to the desaparecidos in the last dictatorship. In the post-dictatorial era, evoking
the past was not a politically neutral concern.
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DEFINITIONS

FROM

WITHOUT:

THE

FIRST MEETING

FOR

DEMOCRATIC CULTURE (1985)

AND THE VISIT OF LUIGI NONO

A year after the Second National Conference on Twentieth-Century Music, in which the
discussions of what new music was supposed to sound like in the Argentine context were
conducted primarily amongst its composers, the capital city held the Primer Encuentro de la
Cultura Democrática (First Meeting for Democratic Culture), an event organized by the
government and named, by its organizers and the press, ‘Buenos Aires, capital of the arts’. If
the first event saw the field of new music defining itself from within, this second one was more
about how the rest of the world perceived Argentine culture.
The event offered a platform for the city to reopen itself to the world: international
actors, writers and artists were invited to Buenos Aires, not only to perform but also to give
public lectures and to have open discussions with citizens and the artistic scene. The authorities
made a point of emphasising that this large international event did not come at great cost to the
city: most of it was organized by cooperating with international embassies and private
sponsors. In a moment of economic crisis, the government feared that the citizenry would not
view such an expenditure of public money favourably. As Argentine composer Luis
Mihovilcevic has noted, surrealist groups had denounced the city as being the ‘capital of
misery’ instead of ‘capital of the arts’ (Mihovilcevic 2006).8
The new democratic cultural policy sought to decentralize culture and make it
accessible to more people – this enhanced by the fact that all events of the Primer Encuentro
were free. One of the objectives of this event was to take international guests to neighbourhoods
that were further away from the city centre, where most cultural activities had historically taken
place. In June 1984, the Secretary for Culture had started a programme to incentivise culture
in neglected neighbourhoods further away from the city centre (Wortman 1996: 73–76). The
Swedish actress Bibi Anderson led discussions on ‘Theatre and democracy’ in the Centro
Cultural Flores; the Chilean poet Nicanor Parra gave a poetry recital at a prison; and the
Ecuadorian painter Osvaldo Guayasamín gave an open talk at the Centro Cultural Parque
Chacabuco.
The new government focused on having a cultural plurality of ideas: as art historian
Viviana Usubiaga has analysed, the message from the government was that ‘Culture belongs
to everyone’ (Usubiaga 2008: 157). Another recurring topic was to break the borders separating

8

The surrealist group in question was Signo Ascendente (see Guiard 2016).
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‘high’ and ‘low’ cultures, and to make culture a collective activity, occupying public space
such as parks and the streets (Usubiaga 2008: 159–62). There were four musical events: the
opening ceremony, in which Astor Piazzolla was given the recognition of ‘Illustrious citizen
of Buenos Aires’, followed by a tango concert; the closing ceremony, which included the
performance of the Misa Criolla (the ‘Folk Mass’ – a traditional mass written using folkloric
musical materials (see Mitchell 2008)); an homage to Osvaldo Pugliese for his 80th birthday
(on December 12th at the Teatro Alvear); and finally, the visit of composer Luigi Nono, the
only international musical guest (Ares 1985). This choice to include all the most prominent
musical tendencies in the country was in line with the government’s promise of plurality.
The press highlighted that the keyword for the event was ‘democracy’ and that it
succeeded in attracting ‘waves of public’. One of the numerous statements given by the
president during the Encuentro defined the democratic subject as one who has internalized, as
his own, certain ethical and political values – the legitimacy of dissent, pluralism as a principle
and as a method, acceptance of the basic rules of social coexistence, respect of differences,
willingness to participate. In a country with entrenched authoritarian traditions, he affirmed
that the emergence of democratic subjects does not come naturally; “it is a task, an enterprise”.
He defended tolerance and the freedom of thought, together with four areas of action for the
democratic subject: political, cultural, economic and military-strategic (La Prensa 1985). The
general press coverage seconded the government’s statements, declaring that ‘culture is one of
the pillars that strengthen democracy’ (La Razón 1985a). Many authors have agreed that
Alfonsín’s administration, which ended with a chaotic inflationary economic situation and
encountered many difficulties in other areas of government, made the most of its
accomplishments in the cultural sector, where it emphasized the importance of a
‘democratization’ of culture (Romero 2001: 340; Usubiaga 2008: 168). The overall reception
of the event was very positive (Schóo 1985), and it was especially a victory for the minister
secretary for culture, Pacho O’Donnell, whose policies had earlier been criticized (Moreno
1985).
The Encuentro took place, however, in a period of continuing political tensions. In the
middle of the event, the trials against the military came to an end. The verdict that condemned
the military leaders (La Nación 1985b) was both celebrated and denounced as insufficient, for
it absolved many that were considered guilty by the human rights organizations, who demanded
that trial and judgement be given to all responsible of crimes against humanity (La Nación
1985c). Within the cultural field, the return of democracy had not meant, for the arts, any
comparable moment of judgement: none were asked to justify their actions during the
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dictatorial regime. Controversies inevitably arose. For example, during that same month of
December, the National Symphony Orchestra refused to play a work by Argentine composer
Roberto Caamaño, because of the role he had played while representing the music section at
the Secretary for Culture in 1976 and 1977. Newspaper reports condemned this action as
‘censorship for political reasons’ (Mitre 1985).
Luigi Nono’s visit is interesting for a number of reasons. On the one hand, his
interventions were among the few that sparked political controversies during the Encuentro.
His presence brought to light tensions within the new music field – a field usually considered
‘apolitical’. On the other hand, his talks brought to light aesthetic discussions related to how
new music was to be defined. Nono participated in three events:9 a round table, joined by
Argentine composers and critics, that took place in the Centro Cultural Parque Chacabuco;10
an open discussion with Gandini, that took place at the Teatro San Martín; and a presentation
of his music, at the Centro Cultural Ciudad de Buenos Aires.
In the talk with Gandini, the Italian composer started by recalling his previous visit to
the city, in 1967, in which he had taught at the Di Tella Institute/CLAEM, at the invitation of
Alberto Ginastera. Nono recalled that during that trip everyone was worried about the growing
lack of freedom and the censorship of Ginastera’s opera Bomarzo (Lo Bianco 1985), against
which he had taken a public stand (Buch 2003). At the time, his position as an avant-garde
composer who was also socially engaged was very appealing to his Latin-American colleagues,
with whom he would have a long-lasting relation (Paraskevaidis 2005). The relation was
reciprocal; as many authors have discussed, many Latin American composers had a direct
influence on Nono (Heile 2004; Iddon 2013).11 Daniela Fugellie has retraced Nono’s extended
encounters with Latin America, starting with his meetings, while in Europe, with Brazilian
composers Hans-Joachim Koellreutter and Eunice Katunda in 1948, and ending with the
successive military coups that would strike Uruguay, Chile, and Argentina in 1972 and that
would prove the limits of the Latin American socialist project (Fugellie 2013). However, he
returned at least once more during the 1970s, for the Latin American Course of Contemporary
Music held in Uruguay in 1975.
9

The sources regarding the dates of Nono’s interventions do not all coincide, but most of them establish that the
roundtable with local composers and critics took place on the 6th, the talk with Gandini on the 8th, and the open
hearing of music on the 11th of December 1985.
10
Participants were Hilda Dianda, Haydée Francia, Luis María Serra, Carlos Aldo Serra, Julie Wisz and Victor
Boully according to some sources; and Hilda Dianda, Luis María Serra, Carlos Suffern, Iván Cosentino, Martín
Müller, Napoleon Cabrera and Victor Boully, according to others.
11
These include the use of rhythms from Eunice Katunda’s Lemanyá in Nono’s Polifonia-Monodia-Ritmica; the
use of Federico García Lorca’s poetry in Nono’s Epitaffio per García Lorca; and Nono’s dedication of his works
to revolutionary Latin American leaders such as Ernesto Che Guevara.
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Unlike his 1960s visit, or his later visit to Uruguay, the 1985 visit is not mentioned in
Nono’s writings, and documentation at the Nono archive is scarce. One reason may be that
although a presentation of his works (via recordings) took place in a musical venue, the
authorities had not organized performances of Nono’s works. Maybe a work such as ¿Dónde
estas hermano?, written in 1982 and dedicated to the desaparecidos in Argentina (and written
for an Amnesty International event) was not in the appropriate celebratory mood of the event.
In Nono’s archive all that can be found is a telegram confirming his trip to Buenos Aires, from
Havana, where the composer was participating in the II Encuentro de Intelectuales por la
Soberanía de los Pueblos de Nuestra América (Cuba, 29 November 1985), where Gabriel
García Marquez would give the opening speech ‘Palabras para un nuevo milenio’. Before
arriving (two days late because of organizational problems (Aulicino 1985a)), he told a
journalist that he was coming to ‘contribute personally and publicly, and to express solidarity
towards the new democratic era’ (Clarín 1985).
In the talk with Gandini, press reports concurred in stating that Nono was not ‘allowed
to talk about music’, because the topics of censorship and Argentina’s recent past kept coming
up (Lo Bianco 1985). As one composer who attended the talk remembers, the audience wanted
to hear him make political statements – as he had done in previous trips, where he had declared
‘primo di tutto io sono communista’ (Mihovilcevic 2006). The press agreed that the public was
more interested in his political statements than in his musical opinions (La Nación 1985d).
Nono apparently rose to the challenge. All the press coverage tells the same scene: one of the
members of the audience invited him to attend a protest asking for freedom to the political
prisoners, to which another member of the audience replied that ‘there were no political
prisoners and this was not the time to speak politics’ (Lo Bianco 1985; Aulicino 1985b). Nono
said that they could talk about everything and excused himself for being unable to attend the
protest because he was returning to Europe beforehand, although he stood in solidarity with
the prisoners (Lo Bianco 1985). When asked to take a stand on the topic, one press report
observed,
Nono, although recognizing that democracy had made progress in Argentina, and this,
much thanks to president Alfonsín, admitted to having participated the previous
Thursday in the rounds made by the Mothers of Plaza de Mayo [a movement of mothers
campaigning for justice for their ‘disappeared’ children], having had a long
conversation with them, and informing them of the work of Amnesty International in
favour of the disappeared in Latin America … (La Razón 1985b).
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This episode was highlighted by the press as one of the few during this First Meeting
for Democratic Culture in which politics arose. 12 In the talk, Gandini claimed that the
dictatorship had meant, for new music in general, that little of it (by either local or international
composers) was known: the proof was that no contemporary music was scheduled to be
performed at the event. However, in 1984, the challenges facing a politically engaged music
were not those that had existed at the time of Nono’s visits during the 1960s. The question
seemed no longer to be the nature of the connections between a social revolution and a musical
one, but rather, how to make this music accessible to a larger public.
During the round table with music critics, a key episode took place: Nono was asked to
define ‘What is contemporary music?’ Once the question was asked, Nono reportedly ‘avoided
a verbal definition and proposed sonic examples: hitting the table, tapping the microphone,
making sounds with his voice, etc., to suggest that the musical materials that the composer has
today are more varied than those of traditional notation’ (Cabrera 1985). Another critic
concurred that he ‘gave a strong blow, then screamed into the microphone, then whispered
something inaudible and then rubbed the microphone, to express the fact that contemporary
music was dedicated to research and used unconventional sounds creatively and artistically.
He then explained, in all courtesy, that to be clear and didactic in these subjects they needed
another context and methodology, such as that of a seminar’ (La Nación 1985a).
This scene stayed in the memory of those who were present. Argentine critic Diego
Fischerman referred to it in his book on twentieth-century music (Fischerman 1998), and today
there is even a Facebook group named after it (‘Nono’s Question’13). In his book, Fischerman
claimed that Nono had also said that this was ‘the most interesting question he had been asked’
(although this is not mentioned in the press coverage of the time). One of the key elements of
this anecdote as recounted by those who witnessed is that the question was asked by a ‘lady
coming from the supermarket who was carrying her groceries’ (Mihovilcevic 2006) - in other
words, by someone who appeared to have nothing to do with new music. In reality, the question
was posed, not by a common citizen in the audience, but by one of the directors of the Cultural
Centre that hosted the event. This demonstrates the doubtful extent to which the government’s
policy of bringing ‘high’ culture to more isolated neighbourhoods was successful. The press

12

The other two were Fernando Arrabal’s lecture, during which he was interrupted by a member of the public
who claimed that ‘in this beautiful democracy of which you speak, there are still political prisoners and there is
no freedom of speech’ (Giacani 1985). There was also a bomb threat that forced one of the events - a show on
design and the institution of the CAYC, directed by Jorge Glusberg - to be interrupted, and which was even linked
to possible antisemitism against one of the organizers of the event (Oldenburg 1985).
13
‘La pregunta de Nono’ Facebook page, https://www.facebook.com/groups/462716870555284/.
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had been sceptical of the approach, claiming that a cultural centre in a middle of a park
somewhere far from the city-centre was not the best place to welcome a figure of the avantgarde: ‘There was an unfortunate misunderstanding. It was clear that this decentralization of
the democratic culture in the one hundred neighbourhoods of Buenos Aires could not be very
propitious for Doña Rosa, 14 coming from the supermarket, to listen to a paladin of
contemporary music such as Luigi Nono’ (La Nación 1985a). The same journalist suggested
that all those present would have been more comfortable attending ‘a hall in the centre of town’
(La Nación 1985a). The perception from within the contemporary music field at the time was
that it was still something reserved for a selected few. However, what the episode did show the
musicians present was the importance of defining what this music was, which would become
a major topic in the years that followed.
Federico Monjeau, in a recent book, affirms that Nono’s 1985 visit left ‘a profound
mark amongst local composers (…) because of the integration that Nono proposed of politics,
art and life (…) with a central nucleus to which everything inevitably led: Venice’ (Monjeau
2018: 51). Just as Cage had stirred things up at Darmstadt (Iddon 2013; Nono 1999 [1959]),
Nono’s visit stirred the Argentine field, which was in the process of reorganizing itself.
Although Nono would not return to Buenos Aires, his music remained present in the city, as
one of the recurring composers of the Ciclo de Conciertos de Música Contemporánea del
Teatro San Martín (founded in 1996), with prominent performances of La Lontananza
nostálgica utópica futura in 2002, and Prometeo in 2013 (Monjeau 2018: 52–7). Nono’s visit
also opened a question regarding conceptions of the new music most fitting to democratic
values. Nono’s vision at the time – focusing on an experimental approach to sound, an
avoidance of overt allusions to the past, and a commitment to the new as intrinsically sociallyengaged – offered a sharp contrast to Gandini’s, which revolved around allusions to musical
history, and a suspicion of novelty for novelty’s sake. If both composers came to be very
influential in the scene, it was for different reasons. Gandini’s vision was more in tune with the
declared stance of the Argentine authorities, whereas Nono’s represented a provocative – and
for some, appealing – vision from without.

14

A common lady.
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NEW MUSIC FOR A NEW DEMOCRACY?
In these first years of the new government, democracy, as a signifier, was assigned a specific
set of characteristics, which in the Argentine context were to be the consolidation of an
inclusive popular culture with a plurality of voices. As we have seen, during this time Gerardo
Gandini declared an aesthetic stance that in importance respects paralleled these new
democratic values. But just as no one government has a monopoly on concepts of democracy,
so Gandini’s vision of a democratic music proved open to contest, as the visit of Luigi Nono
demonstrated.
The characteristics of music suitable to a democracy were to be rethought again at the
start of the twenty-first century. The new democracy proved to be fragile and constantly tested;
and each time that democracy seemed to be threatened, people took to the streets to defend it.
Following the crisis of 2001, when a popular revolt took place against the government and the
neoliberal economic model of the 1990s, resulting in the resignation of President De La Rúa,
democracy in new music assumed a new trajectory, oriented towards public space. The sounds
of civil unrest and the city permeated the musical sphere, with the emergence of sound art and
site-specific sound installations appearing, from the present-day perspective, as a direct
consequence of the uprisings. As such, the discussions that took place in the first years after
dictatorship attest to tensions that would continue to prevail over the following years, even as
a new moment for culture, and music, had definitely begun.
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