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Bridging the gap between classical and popular music; 
 Astor Piazzolla (1921-1992) and Osvaldo Golijov (b. 1960) 

 
 Although born in Mar del Plata, Argentina to Italian parents, Astor Piazzolla spent most of his 

childhood, from 1925-1936 in New York City where he discovered Bach, introduced to him by his 

piano teacher Bela Wilda (a disciple of Rachmaninoff), became a prodigious bandoneon-player made 

possible by his father who on a whim of nostalgia bought him this classic Tango instrument at a pawn 

shop, and mastered Spanish, English, French, and Italian. Osvaldo Golijov was similarly born in 

Argentina (in La Plata), but to a Ukrainian father and a Romanian mother, and grew up surrounded by 

classical chamber music, Klezmer and Jewish liturgical music, and the Nuevo Tango of Piazzolla. 

 While in New York the 13 year-old Piazzolla met Carlos Gardel, a significant Tanguero who 

invited the young bandoneonist to join him and his band on tour, however much to Piazzolla’s chagrin 

his father forbade him to go which in the end was a blessing in disguise since the entire band died in a 

plane crash on that same tour. This early exposure to one of Tango’s great figures however proved to be 

an important catalyst in the young musicians rise to stardom1. Upon returning to Argentina in 1936, 

Piazzolla began playing in tango orchestras and encountered Elvino Vardaro, a famous violinist and his 

sextet on the radio. This violinist, who ignited an even more substantial flame in Piazzolla, not only 

inspired him to move to Buenos Aires to be in the heart of the tango, but eventually became Piazzolla’s 

violinist. At 17, Astor Piazzolla moved to Buenos Aires and began a tempestuous and tantalizing life-

long love affair with the Tango. 

 Perhaps that same urge to connect with the music of his roots brought Osvaldo Golijov at age 

22 to Israel. After having studied composition and piano in La Plata, Golijov moved to Jerusalem where 

he studied composition at the Rubin Academy and was profoundly influenced by the crossroads of 

overlapping, intertwined, and conflicting cultures surrounding him in this city of Armenians, Jews, 

Christians, and Muslims. Perhaps it was here that the seed was planted that would blossom in Golijov’s 

                                                
1 Later Piazzolla wrote the score for the film “El Exilio de Gardel” for which he won the 1986 Cesar Prize 
in Paris. 



commission by Helmuth Rilling and the Internationale Singakademie Stuttgart for the 250th anniversary 

of Bach’s death; La Pasión según San Marcos (2000). In this large scale work (87”) for soloists, chorus 

and orchestra (all amplified) and a large battery of percussion, Golijov combines electronic music, 

Capoeira, Afro-Cuban salsa and drumming, Brazilian Samba and Bossa Nova, Rumba, Argentine 

Nuevo Tango, and Spanish Flamenco. When asked about what the attraction to this story was, Golijov 

replied: 

I feel that I have to present a Jesus that is as true as Bach's but has so far remained for the most 
part unheard. Jesus can be very pale and very European—but in Guatemala he's black. I've been 
in Jerusalem and Bethlehem and I've seen the people and they don't look like those old Italian 
paintings, I can tell you!2 
 

Nominated for Grammy and Latin Grammy nominations in 2002, the recording of the premiere  is 

certainly one of Golijov’s great milestones. Alex Ross commented thus: 

And this Latino Passion carries two messages: one is that Golijov is a huge talent, with limitless 
possibilities in front of him; and the second is that Latin America has a fabulously rich 
tradition, one that will become a dominant force in coming decades. "Pasión" drops like a bomb 
on the belief that classical music is an exclusively European art. It has a revolutionary air, as if 
musical history were starting over, with new, sensuous materials and in a new, affirmative 
tone.3 

Interestingly enough, in the same breath, Ross mentions another genre-defying composer; 

Something in the Latin world—perhaps its respectful collision of cultures—prompts artists to 
overrun the borders between genres. In the case of the tango composer Astor Piazzolla, the 
distinction between classical and pop vanished completely; Piazzolla’s tangos are small 
expressionist dramas, laced with dissonance and circumscribed by irony.4 

 What was the Nuevo in Piazzolla’s Tango that perturbed the old guard so profoundly? Having 

begun his classical studies with Alberto Ginastera (at the recommendation of Artur Rubinstein)5 he 

moved to Paris to continue learning ‘serious music’ with Nadia Boulanger.6  Perhaps the most famous 

story concerning the shift in attitude towards his own personal style that Piazzolla told and retold was 

the famous incident with Madame Boulanger: 

                                                
2 http://www.osvaldogolijov.com/wd1n.htm 
3 http://www.therestisnoise.com/2004/05/golijovs_pasin.html 
4 http://www.therestisnoise.com/2004/05/golijovs_pasin.html 
5 http://www.piazzolla.org/biography/biography-english.html 

6 He moved there after winning a composition (and study scholarship) prize for his Sinfonietta in 1953. 



When I met her, I showed her my kilos of symphonies and sonatas. She started to read them 
and suddenly came out with a horrible sentence: “It's very well written.” And stopped, with a 
big period, round like a soccer ball. After a long while, she said: “Here you are like Stravinsky, 
like Bartók, like Ravel, but you know what happens? I can't find Piazzolla in this.” And she 
began to investigate my private life: what I did, what I did and did not play, if I was single, 
married, or living with someone, she was like an FBI agent! And I was very ashamed to tell her 
that I was a tango musician. Finally I said, “I play in a night club.” I didn't want to say cabaret. 
And she answered, “Night club, mais oui, but that is a cabaret, isn't it?” “Yes,” I answered, and 
thought, “I'll hit this woman in the head with a radio....” It wasn't easy to lie to her. She kept 
asking: “You say that you are not a pianist. What instrument do you play, then?” And I didn't 
want to tell her that I was a bandoneon player, because I thought, “Then she will throw me from 
the fourth floor.” Finally, I confessed and she asked me to play some bars of a tango of my 
own. She suddenly opened her eyes, took my hand and told me: “You idiot, that's Piazzolla!” 
And I took all the music I composed, ten years of my life, and sent it to hell in two seconds.7 

 

This defining moment gave Piazzolla the confidence to return to Argentina and really make the Tango 

his own. Infusing Jazz elements (he fell in love with the Gerry Mulligan Octet in Paris) and classical 

form (Bach-style fugues), as well as chromaticism and new instrument combinations (adding 

saxophone and electric guitar and subtracting vocals) into his Tango music, Astor Piazzolla redefined 

the Tango for generations to come. This revolutionary way of music-making, both composing and 

playing, met with fierce objection from the old school Tangueros since they felt Piazzolla was 

contaminating the form, but eventually survived the harsh criticism, became the saving grace of the 

Tango which in the 50s and 60s had nearly disappeared, and remains today the popular and well-loved 

representative music from Argentina. In the 80s Piazzolla received commissions from the Kronos 

Quartet as well as for several film scores, and his music has been recorded by several great orchestras 

and conductors, soloists like Yo-Yo Ma, Gidon Kremer, and Rostropovich, and numerous jazz 

ensembles.  

 As for the younger generation of Argentinean composers, Golijov has his own set of influences 

that have helped shape his musical concerns, and in many ways, his attitude towards academic music is 

very much like Piazzolla’s; 

These are sad times for classical music. Once, classical musicians influenced popular culture. 
Duke Ellington learnt from Debussy, Miles Davis learnt from Stravinsky, the Beatles learnt 
from Stockhausen. Nowadays we learn from them. The music of Radiohead, or Björk, or 

                                                
7 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%81stor_Piazzolla 



OutKast – it is so much more relevant and meaningful. And often it is so much more interesting 
than what goes under the name of ‘serious music’. It affects the culture in a way we don’t.8  
 

Although Golijov may be accused of being commercial or selling out with his eclecticism and popular 

influences, no one can deny the fact that his music is well-received and being played all over the world. 

His Grammy award-winning opera Ainadamar (2003) was featured in 30 performances of four different 

productions in nine cities world-wide during the 2007-8 season and he has another opera commission 

coming up by the Metropolitan Opera. He has a growing list of commissions as well as a rapidly 

growing list of award-winning works and recordings. His pieces for Dawn Upshaw (his muse), the 

Kronos Quartet, David Krakauer, Yo-yo Ma, and several ensembles he founded including the 

Andalucian Dogs (for his recording of Ayre [2004]9) are witness to his collaborations with some of the 

world’s greatest performers, and the fact that he was recognized with a McArthur Genius award is no 

small feat. As Mark Swed of the Los Angeles Times puts it, “Golijov's passion incorporates musical 

styles we all recognized, but they were put to entirely new uses . . .This is a marvelous new voice for 

expressing the joy and sorrow of a boisterous multicultural world, and it traverses ethnic walls as if they 

didn't exist at all.”10 

 Both Piazzolla and Golijov embrace the passionate in music; the emotion, the connection and 

the elements that draw in the listener and make him or her part of the universal human experience be it 

in Piazzolla’s Adios Nonino(1969) in memory of his father or Golijov’s Azul (2006) inspired by a poem 

by Pablo Neruda..  Whether played in concert halls or night clubs, the music of both of these 

Argentinean composers does not deny the popular roots of its creator, but rather celebrates them as an 

essential part of communicating the fusion of a solid education in music and compositional style and 

growing up in the real world which affected them just as much if not more than their studies. 

                                                
8 http://entertainment.timesonline.co.uk/tol/arts_and_entertainment/music/article3675992.ece 
9 Ayre was written for Dawn Upshaw as a companion piece to Berio’s Folk Songs snd is sung in Ladino 
(the lost language of the Spanish Jews, the Sephardim), Arabic, Hebrew, Sardinian, and Spanish. 
10 http://www.osvaldogolijov.com/wd1r.htm 
 


