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ABSTRACT  

This research document contains an overview of four twenty-first century flute pieces by 

Mexican composers who in these works both expand flute repertoire and connect it to Mexican 

cultural and historical contexts: Rojas están las aguas (2003-2004) by Germán Romero (b. 

1966), Xochiatl (2008) by Diana Syrse (b. 1984), Estampas mexicanas (2014) by José Elizondo 

(b. 1972), and Xibalbá (2016) by Rodrigo Acevedo Traba (b. 1992). These composers selected 

texts in either Spanish or Nahuatl and placed them in a variety of instrumental settings, styles, 

and techniques, while also looking back to pre-Hispanic and indigenous Mexican music as a 

source of inspiration. While the transverse flute arrived in Mexico in 1743, its repertoire as a solo 

instrument or in chamber music did not fully develop until the twentieth century. 

The purpose of this study is to survey four contemporary flute pieces by the Mexican 

composers, each of whom was interviewed for this study. This document includes a summary of 

the history of music in Mexico, biographical information about each composer, English 

translations of the narratives, an overview of the compositions, and interviews with the chosen 

composers. To provide a deeper insight into this flute repertoire and facilitate its accessible 

performance, an analysis of each musical composition, examination of the narrative, and 

investigation of the appropriate Mexican historical context will be presented. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Despite the growing number of pieces for flute by Mexican composers in recent decades, 

there is a definite need for further exploration of Mexican music and Mexican flute repertoire 

composed during the twenty-first century. In part the lack of information about these 

contemporary compositions is because most new Mexican music is published by the composers 

and not by a publishing house, thereby making these works less accessible. Self-published 

authors promote and advertise their repertoire as opposed to commercially published composers. 

Contemporary Mexican composers are exploring the sonic world with the addition of electronic 

sounds, extended techniques, and unusual instrumental combinations. In addition, several of 

these composers seek inspiration from sounds related to the music and history of Mesoamerican 

civilizations to create an identity that is not based on the Western European music canon but 

rather in their history and reference to indigenous or mestizo (a term given to the offspring of 

indigenous American and European) music. 

My study allows performers to inform their audience about the historical context of the 

texts of selected works for a better understanding of the music and its interpretation. The study of 

these works in their historical and theoretical contexts as well as the translation and 

representation of their texts can enhance performers’ musicianship and interpretation of this 

repertoire and advance the research of these new trends in Mexican contemporary music.
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Each of the four pieces for flute by Mexican living composers Germán Romero, Diana 

Syrse, Rodrigo Acevedo, and José Elizondo presented in this research document includes a poem 

or narrative that references a pre-Hispanic culture. These written texts are presented in one of 

three languages: Nahuatl, K’iche-Maya, or Spanish. The Nahuatl texts come from anonymous 

Aztec writers, the K’iche-Maya texts come from the Popol-Vuh book originally written by 

anonymous members of the K’iche-Maya, and the most recent poems by the Mexican authors 

Luis Alveláis Pozos and Karina Meléndez, were written in Spanish. These composers used a 

variety of instrument settings, harmonic and melodic styles, textures, extended techniques, and 

different ways of incorporating texts in their compositions. The overview of their compositions 

helps performers, pedagogues, and researchers to understand these compositions within the 

Mexican cultural and historical contexts.  

Rojas están las aguas [Red Waters] (2003-2004) by Germán Romero is scored for 

soprano, flute, viola, and harp. It features two anonymous poems: Un futuro incierto (Unknown 

Future) and Después de la derrota (After the Defeat) originally written in Nahuatl and translated 

into Spanish by Fray Ángel María Garibay Kintana. These poems narrate the pain and 

devastation of the Aztecs after Hernán Cortés destroyed the city, Tenochtitlán. Romero treats 

every instrument as a character in his piece. The harp represents the physical space in which the 

main character narrates the story or song with constant chords and arpeggios, while the viola 

represents the psychological internal drama through extended techniques. The flute is an 

extension of the vocal line that expands the vocal phrases with long notes and non-traditional 

techniques. The mezzo-soprano sings the poems in Spanish, in a syllabic setting, and various 
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voice techniques that support the words. For example, the voice has three “screams of pain” that 

create new sonorities and express the uncertainty during war.  

Romero advises the performers of Rojas están las aguas to understand the history of 

Mexico and the meaning of the text to better perform his piece.1 Furthermore, it is important that 

the instrumentalists have a solid foundation in extended techniques. Romero’s musical language 

is atonal and experimental, creating sound atmospheres created by unusual sound effects. He 

states that musicians need to feel and communicate specific emotions when playing Rojas están 

las aguas. The score and video recording of this piece and others are available on his website: 

www.germanromerop.com/semblanza/. 

The second piece examined is Xochiatl [Perfume] (2008) for mezzo-soprano, flute, and 

piano, composed by Diana Syrse. It has a poem originally written in Nahuatl titled Ye 

ocueponque in xochitl in choquiliztitech (The Flowers of Sadness have Already Bloomed) by the 

Mexican writer Luis Alveláis Pozos. The poem describes the “flowers of sadness” or “flower of 

flesh” blooming and singing a sad song. It also refers to such elements of nature as reeds, 

hyacinths, and aquatic flowers. This type of poetry reflects the genre xochicuicatl (florid singing) 

in the Aztec civilization. Flowers represented delicate and transitory elements and the flower of 

flesh commonly represented corn, the Aztec’s basic food element. Syrse places the poem in 

Nahuatl in the mezzo-soprano part and uses a syllabic setting instead of melismatic setting for 

the poem. 

 
1 Germán Romero, interview by Ammi Yared López Rodríguez, November 12, 2021. 

http://www.germanromerop.com/semblanza/
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Syrse represents the text meaning with musical motives and textures in an ABA’ form. In 

part A, the piano and flute have an introduction that starts with an arpeggiation in an E tonal 

center, which sets a peaceful mood before the voice enters. The mezzo-soprano’s range is close 

to the flute’s range and the singer’s melodies engage in call-and-response with the flute part. The 

flute uses the flutter tongue technique to create tone color changes, thereby evoking a mysterious 

character. The contrasting B section switches from 3/4 to 4/4 when the poem says “the reeds 

broke in front of the face of the water” and the instrumental music instruction is “aquatic and 

mysterious.” In this section, the piano’s constant sixteenth notes represent the water’s flow. 

Section A’ returns to 3/4 time, and Syrse uses the same melodic material that this time reaches its 

musical climax on the word Xochiatl, followed by a short coda.  

Syrse wrote simple flute melodies and arpeggiations with regular rhythmic patterns in the 

piano accompaniment; however, the mezzo-soprano’s text is written in Nahuatl and thus less 

familiar. Therefore, the singer is required to study the Nahuatl pronunciation of syllables and 

words to properly perform this chamber music piece. Syrse asks the flute player to flutter tongue 

and produce pitch bends for the call and response between the flute, voice, and piano. The access 

to Xochiatl’s music score and sound recording is found in the composer’s website: 

www.dianasyrse.com. 

José Elizondo composed Estampas mexicanas [Mexican Vignettes] originally for full 

orchestra (1995) and arranged a version for flute soloist and string orchestra in 2014. While the 

original was written in three movements, the version with flute uses only the first and third 

movements. Attached to both versions is a poem in Spanish by the Mexican writer Karina 

Meléndez, which she wrote after the composition and world premiere of Estampas mexicanas. 



 

 

5 

 

The poem is divided into three parts: Ferial, which describes the Spaniards’ arrival to the Aztecs 

city, Tenochtitlan. Dance of the sacred bird, which portrays the Spaniard’s witnessing of the 

Quetzal’s (bird god) ritual, and Teotlalli, which outlines the mixture of native indigenous and 

Spanish people inhabiting the land of New Spain.  

Elizondo’s version for flute and string orchestra has two movements Ferial and Teotlalli. 

Both reflect Mexican folk music and European salon music elements popular in Mexico during 

the first half of the twentieth century. In Ferial, Elizondo states that he intended to imitate 

Mexican composers prior to the Revolution who incorporated European salon-music with folk 

music elements in their compositions. As an example of this, Elizondo paraphrased the rhythmic 

beginning of Sinfonía india by Carlos Chávez in the beginning of this first movement. In 

addition, Elizondo inserts a waltz as the representation of European salon-music in the middle 

section of his first movement. However, Elizondo’s intention for the third movement, Teotlalli, 

was to imitate composers from the early twentieth century that were not only composing in 

European styles or purely imitating indigenous Mexican music but also folk music as an 

inspiration. Elizondo incorporates mariachi band music, and he asks that the performers play in a 

son tapatío style as a representation of folk music in Teotlalli. Estampas mexicanas’ score as 

well as other flute pieces are found on the composer’s website: www.joseelizondo.com. 

Rodrigo Acevedo Traba composed Xibalbá, Fantasy for Flute and Piano in 2016 and 

presented a revised edition in 2020. His innovative fantasy includes a narrator’s part with a 

Spanish text based on a mythological story from Popol Vuh. The text narrates the adventures of 

the twins Hunahpú and Ixbalamké who go to Xibalbá (the Mayan underworld) and fight against 

the Ajawab, who reigned in Xibalbá. The twins have the final victory over the Ajawab after 
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several tests that they go through. Acevedo uses various musical motives and themes that 

represent the twins Hunahpú and Ixbalamké, the Ajawab, and other characters and places 

mentioned in the story. Acevedo uses extended techniques, rhythmic augmentation, 

transpositions, and different textures to develop these themes throughout the fantasy.  

Acevedo structured the fantasy in three movements, but he asks the performers to 

perform them without any break or pause in between them. The first movement, in ABB’ form, 

presents Hunahpú’s, Ixbalamké’s, and the Ajawab’s themes for the first time. Acevedo writes 

themes for each of the houses or tests that the twins go through.  He also introduces the 

grandmother’s theme, which returns in the last movement. The second movement develops 

Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s theme in a minor tonality in an ABA’ form. This movement has 

both flute and piano cadenzas that highlight the virtuosity of each instrument. The last 

movement, in AA’B form, varies the themes of Hunahpú, Ixbalamké, the Ajawab, the fire and 

the sugar cane. The final dances are represented with a 10/8 meter and complex rhythmic figures.  

  Acevedo’s advice for performers is to read the text, ideally from Popol Vuh, to 

understand this programmatic piece. The narrator’s declamation is intertwined with the flute and 

piano parts. Because of this, the performers need to be flexible during silences to allow for the 

narrator’s ends of sentences. Additionally, Acevedo incorporates several flute and piano 

extended techniques that he purposefully placed in this piece to create sound effects in the 

motives. These extended techniques and complex rhythms in the flute and piano parts require a 

high level of technical skill and ensemble coordination of each performer’s part. The difficulty of 

this chamber music piece places it in a category for advanced or professional flute and piano 
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players. The score for Xibalbá, Fantasy for Flute and Piano is available by request from the 

composer at rodpianista@gmail.com. 

mailto:rodpianista@gmail.com
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CHAPTER 1 HISTORY OF MUSIC IN MEXICO  

Music in the Mayan Civilization (200-1200) 

A short overview of the history of music in Mexico is necessary to facilitate a better 

understanding of the four selected twenty-first century flute pieces. The text that these composers 

included are related to some of the most relevant Mexican historical events as well as musical 

references to nineteenth century Mexican compositions. Mexican composers tend to be excluded 

from most English-language surveys of so called Western classical art music, which has been 

predominantly Euro-centric to this day. This chapter largely traces contributions of Mexican 

composers to both flute repertoire specifically as well as the manner in which Mexican 

composers participated in and contributed to the broader stylistic developments typically traced 

in standard histories of Western classical art music, even though their contributions are typically 

either unknown or omitted from such histories. 

The Mayan culture flourished in the Yucatán Peninsula of Mexico, the states of Tabasco, 

Quintana Roo, Campeche, and Chiapas, the Guatemalan highlands, present-day Belize, 

Honduras, and El Salvador. They studied such areas as medicine, architecture, astronomy, and 

mathematics. They had quite an elaborate writing system. They spoke the proto-Mayan or K’iche 

Mayan, which evolved between 2000 BCE-200 CE and eventually divided into several groups 

within the family (Huastecan, Greater K’iche, Greater Q’anjobal, Yucatecan, Mamean, Ch’olan 

Tzeltal). Each of the six different subgroups broke into different languages during the Classical 
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Period (200 CE-900 CE). Nowadays, there are about 28-30 different Mayan languages. The 

K’iche and Yucatec are the most widely known today. The Mayans in the south of Mexico and 

Guatemala spoke both languages. An example of a written compilation in K´iche Mayan is the 

Popol Vuh, a mythological and historical account of the origin of the world, and mankind, along 

with stories of ancient gods. It was written in the K´iche language between 1554 and 1558 by 

anonymous members of the K’iche Maya nobility. Dominican monk Francisco Ximénez de 

Quesada (1666-1729) transcribed it and added a Spanish version in the sixteenth century.  

At least one pre-Hispanic Mayan manuscript with descriptions of the Mayan music 

survives.2 The Dresden Codex (1200-1250) describes deities playing the kayum, a drum that was 

played barehanded. Furthermore, according to Diego de Landa Calderón (1572-1579), Mayans 

used music in two of their dances, one of which is a game of reeds, known as colomché (fence of 

sticks).3 Landa’s description of the Mayan dance music is "doleful and sad."4 He stated that 

Mayans played drums, trumpets, whistles, conch shells, and flutes for their dances; however, 

there is no record of string instruments in the Mayan civilization before the Spanish conquest.  

The Mayan instruments, comparable with the Aztec instruments, were classified into 

three groups: idiophones, aerophones, and membranophones. Instruments classified as 

idiophones include the kayab (similar to the ayotl by the Aztecs), a drum made from a tortoise 

 
2 Grove Music Online, s. v. “Maya Music” by Robert Stevenson and Arturo Chamorro; 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.18154. Accessed August 5, 2021. 

3 Daniel Alfaro, “Folk Music of the Yucatan Peninsula” (Ph.D. dissertation, the University of 

Colorado at Boulder, 1982), 36. 

4 Robert Stevenson, Music in Mexico a Historical Survey (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell 

Company, 1952), 28. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.18154
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shell, and the chicahuaztli (an Aztec rattle), which was a gourd rattle with a long rattle stick 

usually with a jagged point that was played during religious ceremonies.5 Instruments identified 

as aerophones include the flaring-bell trumpets that were used during the war, as well as clay 

whistles, ocarinas, bi-tonal ocarinas, and vertical flutes, which were common in dance music.6 

The last group is the membranophones or drums. The most common one was the Tunkul, a 

horizontal drum constructed from a cross-section beaten with a rubber-tipped stick. In addition, 

the kayum, an upright cylindrical drum, was played with the hand, palms, and fingers.7  

Music in the Aztec Civilization (1300-1521) 

The Mexica (Aztec) was one of the most important Nahuatl-speaking civilizations in 

Mesoamerica. Though Mayans had been the dominant civilization in Mesoamerica from 250-900 

CE, the Aztec were the largest civilization at the time of the Spaniards’ arrival in Mesoamerica 

in 1519, and they built an empire that dominated the Valley of Mexico for centuries. The 

Mexicas (Aztec) settled in an island in the Lake Texcoco in an altepetl (city-state) known as 

Tenochtitlán located in the south part of the island and on another altepetl known as Tlatelolco 

located on the northern part of the island (both are in present-day Mexico City).8 In 1519, the 

Aztec empire covered an area of 80,000 square miles and had a population of five to six million 

 
5 Alfaro, Folk Music of the Yucatan Peninsula, 66. 

6 Diego de Landa, Yucatan Before and After the Conquest, translated by William Gates 

(Baltimore: The Maya Society, 1937), 36. 

7 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Maya Music” by Robert Stevenson and Arturo Chamorro; 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.18154. Accessed August 5, 2021. 

8 Mark Pedelty, Musical Ritual in Mexico City (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2004), 5.  

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.18154
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people. In 1519, Hernán Cortés de Monroy y Pizarro Altamirano arrived at Tenochtitlán and the 

Aztec empire became a subject of Spain on August 13, 1521.   

Music played an important role in the religious life in Tenochtitlán. The Aztecs offered 

human sacrifices to their gods and involved music as an important part of their rituals. An 

example of these rituals was the toxcatl tixiptla, which involved singing, dancing, and flute 

playing.9 Aztec music communicated states of feeling and they had music for specific occasions 

and celebrations in their 260-day religious calendar.10 Even though the Aztecs lacked a musical 

notation before the Spanish conquest, historians have proposed reconstructions based on the 

Aztec's surviving instruments, the sixteenth-century Spanish chroniclers, and contemporary 

sounds of traditional music notated in remote areas.11 

In their pioneering work in organology in the early twentieth century, in which they 

developed a system to categorize instruments from diverse cultures according to their means of 

sound production (as opposed to standard Euro-centric categories based on orchestral families), 

scholars Curt Sachs and Erich von Hornbostel classified the Aztec indigenous music instruments 

into three groups.12 The first group is the idiophone (self-sounding) instruments where the body 

of the instrument generates the vibrations such as the ayotl (turtle shell). The second category is 

the membranophones, which have a stretched membrane that generates the sound such as the 

 
9 Ibid., 9. 

10 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Aztec music” by Robert Stevenson and Arturo Chamorro; 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.01636. Accessed August 2, 2021. 

11 Ibid. 

12 Janet L. Sturman, The Course of Mexican Music (New York: Routledge, 2016), 39.  

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.01636
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huéhuetl, and the teponaztli (drum instruments with a wooden base). The third group is the 

aerophones, which are instruments that produce sound with air. Examples of aerophones are the 

chichitli (whistle flutes) and huilacapiztli (ocarinas and vessel flutes).13 There is no evidence of 

string instruments before the Spanish conquest. However, there are records of the mitote, or 

European musical bow, in the fifteenth century.   

Furthermore, Aztecs received music training in schools. Among these schools was the 

cuicalli (singular, house of song) where young boys and girls were trained in the performance 

arts beginning at age twelve.14 There were people with specific roles in the cuicacalli (plural, 

houses of song). The tlapizcatzin oversaw instruction and organizing the public execution of 

music, the tzapotateohuatzin was an assistant to the instructor, the tlamacazcateutl was the 

school’s principal. These schools also had composers and skilled instrumentalists. young 

plebeian women also attended cuicacalli, which served where the noble young men would 

organize the different groups of plebeian youth who would carry out public works. Thus, 

cuicacalli served as both an arts conservatory and as well as a place to strengthen relations 

between different social classes.15 Because of the importance music had in the Aztec culture, 

singers and players enjoyed an elevated social status, and, in some cases, were exempt from 

tribute payments. Nevertheless, the musicians’ names are largely unknown today, except the 

 
13 Sturman, 40.  

14 Ibid., 36. 

15 Pedelty, Musical Ritual in Mexico City, 14. 
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names of poets who belong to royalty such as Nezahualcóyotl, the poet-King of Texcuco (1402-

1472), who wrote poems in Nahuatl about the divine, heroic, and human themes.16 

The history of indigenous Mesoamerican music from Maya and Aztec civilizations has 

been passed down via sixteenth-century Spanish chronicles. Bernal Díaz del Castillo (1492-

1581), a Spanish soldier, described indigenous music and Mexica music as "dismal and 

horrible,” since music was an integral part of religious and secular rituals.17 He may have been 

influenced by his memories of seeing men being sacrificed on an altar-stone for the Aztec gods, 

an experience he chronicled at the end of his life, mainly to circulate in Spain among other 

Spaniards and to discredit Francisco López de Gómara’s Historia general de las Indias (General 

History of the Indies), whose author had never been to the Americas. The book circulated first as 

a manuscript and was not printed until after the death of Díaz del Castillo. There are surviving 

manuscripts and books written by Franciscan missionaries during the sixteenth century narrating 

the life and music in the Aztec culture. For example, Fray Toribio de Benavente, commonly 

known as Motolinía (in Nahuatl, “the poor, the afflicted”) wrote Historia de los indios de la 

Nueva España (1541), Fray Bernardino de Sahagún wrote Psalmodia Christiana (1583), a 

collection of hymn texts in Nahuatl, and the Mexican-born Jesuit Francisco Javier Clavijero 

wrote about military music in Historia antigua de México y de su conquista (Veracruz, 1731). 18 

 
16 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Aztec music” by Robert Stevenson and Arturo Chamorro; 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.01636. Accessed August 2, 2021. 

17 Robert Stevenson, Music in Mexico: A Historical Survey (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell 

Company, 1952), 3. 

18 Francisco Javier Clavijero, Historia antigua de México y de su conquista (Imp. de Lara: 

Mexico,1844), http://cdigital.dgb.uanl.mx/la/1080023605/1080023605.html. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.01636
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Twentieth-century Mexican composer Carlos Antonio de Padua Chávez y Ramírez (1899-1978) 

wrote that the Aztec indigenous music had a “minor quality,” was “monotonous,” and used 

“different pentatonic scales.”19 

Colonial Period (1521-1821) 

The Maya civilization had waned about 300 years before the arrival of the Spaniards. 

Many important city-states had been abandoned between 900-1450 BCE. After the Spaniards 

arrived in Mexico, a mixture of cultures and music emerged. During the Colonial Period, music 

in Mexico was a blend of Indian, Spanish, and African folklore. Indigenous people were taught 

Catholic church music by Franciscan, Dominican, or Augustinian friars. Pedro de Mura, known 

as Pedro de Gante, founded a school in Texcoco for the teaching of European subjects.20 

Furthermore, according to Swedish musician Claes af Geijerstam, the number of Africans was 

greater than the number of Spaniards in present-day Mexico by the mid-seventeenth century. 

New Spain’s music and culture were a combination of Spanish folklore, which incorporated 

African rhythms and cultures because Spain was under muslin and North African rule for about 

800 years from 1492, and dances from indigenous civilizations in Mesoamerica.  

Several genres of secular music merged as a result of a combination of the African, 

Spanish, and Indian cultures.  The Baroque sarabande and chaconne dances were introduced to 

Mexico by the Spaniards.21 By 1770, the theater became the most important form of 

 
19 Clavijero, Historia antigua de México y de su conquista, 7. 

20 Claes af Geijerstam, Popular Music in Mexico (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 

Press, 1976), 10. 

21 Stevenson, 95. 
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entertainment in New Spain, which featured the opera for high society. Also, the zarzuela, a play 

with spoken and sung verse, along with the tonadilla escénica (theatrical song) was commonly 

played for the bourgeoise.22 The zarzuela incorporates Spanish songs including seguidillas, 

boleros, jotas, and flamenco-style dances such as malagueñas and peteneras.23 The son—a 

generic term used for peasant or rural music—was another genre of secular music born as a 

hybrid of the intermixing of European, American indigenous, African, and Afro-Caribbean 

musical elements. It was usually performed with an instrumental ensemble that vary regionally 

as well as other details of the dancing and singing. This genre had its “golden age” around the 

turn of the twentieth century. Cultural politics affected the selection process through which son 

subgenres disappeared. The musical form of the son is a strophic song with a meter of 6/8 or 3/4. 

It consists of two short phrases of music, each repeated once before proceeding to the other. The 

most common types of son ensembles are marciahi, huapango, son jarocho, son tapatío, and 

jarabe.24   

Furthermore, there was an element of religious syncretism, where music in the indigenous 

civilizations of Mesoamerica had a special place in religious (and civilian) rituals. Music was a 

tool to the advantage of priests who wanted to spread Catholicism. Religious syncretism among 

indigenous, black, and Spanish rhythms was more of a tool to impose the hegemony of 

Christianity (and colonial rule). Indeed, the Spaniards used music as a way of evangelizing the 

 
22 Sturman, 104. 

23 Ibid., 105. 

24 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Mexico, United States of. Mestizo forms, the son” by E. Thomas 

Standford; https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.18539. Accessed December 11, 

2021. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.18539


 

 

16 

 

indigenous Mexican civilizations; consequently, there was an increase of published books 

containing music notation for church services during the second half of the sixteenth century. 

The first published book that contained music was the Ordinarium, published in 1556. This 

Ordinarium was a worship directory for Augustinian seminarians who worked in New Spain. In 

1561, Missale Romanum Ordinarium was published in Mexico City. It contained chants with 

syllabic melodies for the use of priests. Between 1560 and 1589, there were about 220 published 

books in New Spain. Twelve of these books are liturgical books containing music. Four of these 

music books named Graduale Dominicale, contain plainchant portions of the Mass.25 The 

printing of these books advanced music learning primarily among indigenous singers who sung 

in choirs in the cathedrals of Mexico City, Puebla, and Guadalajara. The number of choir singers 

increased, and there was an estimated number of one thousand church choirs by 1576.26 

The increased number of Spanish instruments advanced the number of instrumentalists in 

Mexico during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. One of the most important instruments 

was the chirimía, an oboe-like instrument with a double reed that became popular among 

indigenous musicians. Another Spanish-origin instrument was the vihuela, an eight-string 

instrument close to the modern guitar. There were also harps, pipes, and drums commonly 

played in secular music. Furthermore, there was a rise in the production of organs for sacred 

music in Mexico. By the second half of the sixteenth century and seventeenth century, almost 

 
25 Stevenson, 69. 

26 Pedelty, 51. 
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every colonial city’s cathedral had an organ. The pipe organ built in Mexico City, for example, 

contained 3,350 pipes, and it was the largest organ in Latin America.27 

The music performed in Mesoamerican cathedrals was rich and resembled the polyphonic 

and antiphonal styles of writing typical of European composers during the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. These cathedrals had commonly an orchestra, a choir, and an organ under 

the leadership of a maestro de capilla (chapel master). The Catedral de la Puebla de Los Ángeles 

was authorized for construction by Viceroy Martín Enríquez in 1557. The architects were 

Francisco Becerra and Juan de Cogorrondo. In 1640, Juan de Palafox y Mendoza (the appointed 

Bishop of Puebla) consecrated the Cathedral, which was finally completed in 1690. Because the 

singers sat on two opposite sides of the cathedral, many composers wrote music for double choir 

in antiphonal style.28 The composer Juan Gutiérrez de Padilla (1590-1664), worked as a chapel 

master at the Puebla Cathedral, composed antiphonal and polyphonic masses and motets. His St. 

Matthew Passion, in a Latin setting, is an example of his antiphonal and polyphonic writing. He 

also composed small instrumental and vocal ensembles known as villancicos, which were 

originally secular but later adopted religious themes. Religious villancicos in Mexico seem to be 

at the origin of Mexican posadas (festivities where songs about the birth of Jesus were sung), 

which are celebrated the nine days before Christmas Eve and commemorate the story of Joseph 

and Mary looking for shelter prior to the birth of Jesus. By the end of the eighteenth century, 

Manuel Arenzana (1791-1821) was the next well-known cathedral musician in Puebla. His 

 
27 Stevenson, 154. 

28 Teresa Bowers, “The Golden Age of Choral Music in the Cathedrals of Colonial Mexico,” The 

Choral Journal, Vol. 40, No. 9 (April 2000): 11, https://www.jstor.org/stable/23553425. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/23553425
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compositions did not include polyphony, but they had Italian Baroque influences and style 

similarities to his immediate European predecessors such as Haydn and Mozart.29 

Another important cathedral was the Cathedral in Mexico City, which attracted fine 

liturgical musicians, but also musicians who composed operas and imitated the Baroque Italian 

style. The composer and organist Manuel Zumaya (1678-1755) was appointed as an organist at 

the Cathedral in Mexico City in 1714. He composed villancicos and operas such as El Zeleuco 

(1710) and La Parténope (1711), both premiered at the theater of the Viceregal Palace. 

Furthermore, his compositional writing includes augmented and diminished chords, secondary 

dominants, use of motives, and fast harmonic motion.30  

By the middle of the eighteenth century, the music in Mexican cathedrals started to 

decline as did the contemporaneous output of religious music in Europe thanks in part to the 

emergence of Enlightenment ideology. One of the reasons for the decline in cathedral music was 

that fewer musicians from Europe arrived in New Spain, and those that did arrive were mostly 

trained in opera rather than in sacred music. Domingo Dutra y Andrade (1741-1750) preceded to 

Manuel de Zumaya as the maestro de capilla at the Cathedral of Mexico City, followed by the 

Italian composer Ignacio Jerusalem y Sutra (1750-1769), who also served as interim Maestro 

from 1749-1750. Ignacio Jerusalem y Sutra wrote compositions that reflected the bel canto 

Italian operatic style.31 Towards the end of the colonial period (second half of the eighteenth 

 
29 Ibid., 11. 

30 Grove Music Online, s. v. “Zumaya, Manuel de” by Craig H. Russell; https://doi-

org.libdata.lib.ua.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.31064. Accessed September 2, 2021. 

31 Bowers, 13. 

https://doi-org.libdata.lib.ua.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.31064
https://doi-org.libdata.lib.ua.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.31064
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century), many artists stopped their work, specifically in church music. The decline of 

instrumentalists in orchestras was a response both to the political climate and the Enlightenment 

in Europe, which meant a decline on religion, and the Jesuits were expelled from Spain because 

of religious orders. Mexico suffered from the anticlerical measures and during the second half of 

the 18th century, and the Spanish government confiscated most Catholic church properties. This 

caused many musicians to stop working for the Church in this political and economic climate. 

Most Mexican people started to draw away from church music and became more concerned 

about their social and economic problems after many years of suppression from the Spaniards.  

According to Mexican flautist Maria Díez, the first record of the transverse flute in the 

New Spain dates to 1743, when wind instrumentalists were hired at the Colliseum Theater. Díez 

suggests that Andrés Espinosa de los Monteros known as “horn and oboe” arrived to the 

Colliseum as a flute player of the “trabesiera” flute in 1743 and that the transverse flute was 

introduced to the Metropolitan Cathedral around 1750.32 The first music score that scored a part 

for two transverse flutes was the Misa de Réquiem a 8 con violines y trompas (Requiem Mass 

with 8 violins and horns) composed by Mateo Tollis de la Roca in 1759 and dedicated to the 

queen of Spain María Bárbara de Portugal.  

 
32 Maria Díez Canedo Flores, “Perspectiva general de la flauta transversa en la Nueva España de 

1700 a 1980: uso y repertorio. Estudio de flauta traversa XII Sonatas a Solo Flauta, é Basso di 

pietro Locatelli y otros autores, Mexico, 1759” (D.M.A. thesis, Universidad Nacional Autónoma 

de Mexico, 2014), 69-71.  
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The following list provides the names and years of musicians who taught and played the 

transverse flute as a primary or secondary instrument and taught flute either at the Escoleta de 

infantes or to the choir members at the Metropolitan Cathedral of the New Spain.33 See Table 1: 

Flute Players and Teachers Years of Service Instrument Taught 

Manuel Andreu Alpuente  (1760-1779) Flute 

Pedro Navarro y Silva  (1757-1761?) Flute 

Juan Gregorio Panesco (1761-1802) Violin and flute 

Francisco Martínez  (1763-1764?) Flute 

Manuel Martínez Martini  (1778-1779) Flute 

Mariano Rosales (1771-?) Oboe and flute 

José Antonio Gambino  (1785-1815) Flute 

José Revelo y Montenegro  (1785-1802) Flute 

Matías Triujeque y Caballero  (1802-18) Flute 

José Ignacio Triujeque y Caballero  

José María Delgado y Fuentes  

(1805-?) 

(1786-1812) 

Flute 

Table 1 Flute Players at the Catedral metropolitana and Teachers at the Escoleta de infantes. 

 

There is only one anonymous manuscript that contains fingerings, scales, and some small 

flute pieces for flute found at the Aránzazu Monasterium towards the second half of the 

eighteenth century. This manuscript was written for pedagogical purposes and was found in the 

book Reglas y advertencias generales que enseñan el modo de tañer todos los instrumentos 

(General Rules and Suggestions to Play Instruments) by Pablo Minguet e Yrol in 1754.34 

 
33 Díez, 77.  

34 Ibid., 65. 
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However, the manuscript is less detailed than Quantz’ treatise (1752) or Hotteterre’s treatise 

(1707).35 

Early Independence (1821-1910) 

The nation of Mexico emerged as a political entity in 1821. From 1810 to 1821, Mexico 

had its first revolution for independence after three centuries of Spanish dominion. The 

independent Mexico was marked with social and economic instability that carried musical 

repercussions. There was a decline of employment for musicians, but Spanish withdrawal opened 

doors for foreign musicians that established themselves in Mexico. After independence was 

achieved in 1821, Mexicans sought greater cultural and social integration.  

Mexican musicians took the lead in music education by publishing pedagogical books 

and establishing music conservatories during the nineteenth century. For example, José Mariano 

Elízaga (1786-1842) was a Mexican composer who served as the Master of the Imperial Chapel 

in Mexico City under the rule of General Iturbide (1822-23). He published two different music 

books, Elementos de música and Principios de la armonía y melodía (1835), which highly 

benefitted the music pedagogical development in the country. Elízaga founded the first music 

conservatory in the Americas in 1825, which did not last due to political and financial instability. 

Despite his conservatory’s failure, Elízaga founded the Mexican Philharmonic Society in 1824. 

According to Ricardo Miranda, Elízaga believed that music could bring social cohesiveness. 

Elízaga’s initiative to establish a music press (1826) and to compose the first works for the 

 
35 Díez, 65. 
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Mexican Philharmonic Society supported those convictions.36 After Elízaga’s conservatory, José 

Antonio Gómez founded the Academia de Música (1839). He published two books, Gramática 

razonada musical [Reasoned Musical Grammar] (1840) and Instructor filarmónico 

[Philharmonic Instructor] (1843).37 In 1866, the Mexican Philharmonic Society founded the first 

conservatory that offered free instruction. The curricula of this conservatory modeled Italian 

conservatories.  

Opera also played a political and ideological role that contributed to the national identity 

of Mexico. Throughout the nineteenth century, Mexico had 86 of the opera companies from 

Italy, France, Spain, England, Cuba, United States, and Mexico.38 Nineteenth-century opera in 

Mexico was perceived as an entertainment for the elite and that it mirrored the European (mostly 

French style).39 Melesio Morales, a Mexican composer (1838-1908), composed his first opera 

Romeo with a libretto by the prolific Italian Romantic-era librettist Felice Roniani in 1860. He 

composed Ildegonda, and he conducted the premiere in the Teatro Imperial in Mexico City in 

1866. Ildegonda’s success gave birth to the Sociedad Filarmónica Mexicana, a society that 

 
36 Ricardo Miranda. “Haydn en Morelia: José Mariano Elízaga,” Revista musical chilena, Vol. 

52, no 190 (1998): 0717-6252, https://doaj.org/article/b9320d9a9325479f9d65ebd3e39062e8.  

37 Stevenson, 191. 

38 Verónica Zárate Toscano and Serge Gruzinski. “Ópera, Imaginación y Sociedad. Mexico y 

Brasill, siglo XIX. Historias conectadas: Ildegonda de Malesio Morales e II Guarany de Carlos 

Gomes,” Historia Mexicana, Vol. 58, no. 2 (Oct.-Dec. 2008): 803-860, 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/25139868. 

39 Anna Ochs, “Operatic Achievements on the European Scale: French and English 

Correspondents in Late Nineteenth-Century Mexico,” Opera Journal, Vol. 44, issue 1-2 (Mar-

Jun 2011): 0030-3585, 

http://libdata.lib.ua.edu/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ibh&

AN=102828431&site=eds-live&scope=site.  

https://doaj.org/article/b9320d9a9325479f9d65ebd3e39062e8
http://libdata.lib.ua.edu/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ibh&AN=102828431&site=eds-live&scope=site
http://libdata.lib.ua.edu/login?url=https://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ibh&AN=102828431&site=eds-live&scope=site
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trained Mexican singers. Furthermore, Morales’s last opera, Anita, narrates the battle between 

the Mexican and French armies in Puebla (1862). Another Mexican composer and cofounder of 

the Sociedad Filarmónica Mexicana, Aniceto Ortega del Villar (1825-1875) composed the opera 

Guatimotzin [a transcription of the name Cuauhtémoc]. His opera premiered in 1871 and 

portrays the Aztec civilization during Cuauhtémoc’s rule.40 Another example of Mexican 

nationalism was the opera Cristóforo Colombo a San Domingo [Christopher Columbus to San 

Domingo] by Julio Morales. It premiered to celebrate the Columbus centennial in 1892.  

The important role of opera and the growth of flute repertoire around the mid-nineteenth 

century are evident from a number of operatic transcriptions for flute. According to Luisa 

Aguilar, there were printed music scores for instrumentalists by foreign composers sold in 

Mexico City between 1841-1860. Among these music scores are the Gran fantasia sobre motivos 

de ópera “Attila”, op. 39 (Grand Fantasy on “Attila”) by Giulio Briccialdi, Introduction and 

Variations on a Theme of Gioachino Rossini for flute and piano op. 55, Gran dúo brillante sobre 

motivos de ópera “Il Giuramento” [Grand Duet on the opera “Il Giuramento”] for flute and 

piano by Franz Schoberlechner, and Ópera Lucrezia Borgia [the opera Lucrezia Borgia] 

reduction for flute, violin, viola, and cello by G. Gervasi.41  

Salon music also became common among influential classes in nineteenth-century 

Mexico, and it evolved to divertimento music [Italian: “diversion,” or “amusement”]. There were 

 
40 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Ortega del Villar, Ancieto” by Robert Stevenson; 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.20503. Acessed September 6, 2021. 

41 Luisa del Rosario Aguilar Ruz, “La imprenta musical profana en la ciudad de Mexico, 1826-

1860” (Master’s Thesis, Universidad Autónoma de Mexico, 2011), 228-233. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.20503
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a fair number of amateur pianists, including many women. Mexican composers wrote and 

arranged salon music for piano that was also published. Salon music had a classical harmonic 

language based on tonic-dominant alternation, structured and regular phrases, predominant 

melodies with accompaniment in the left hand, and virtuosic passages. According to Spanish-

Mexican musicologist Mayer Serra, who was one of the first scholars of twentieth-century 

Mexican music, the salon repertoire included dance music (polka, mazurka, schottische, waltz, 

contra dance, quadrille) improvisations and fantasies on well-known operas and operetta 

motives; character pieces (romances, caprices, nocturnes, serenades, idylls); exotic piano pieces 

(Oriental, Moorish) and military marches.42 An example of military march was the Mexican 

anthem, which was composed by the Spaniard Jaime Nunó Roca (1824-1908) using the text by 

the poet Francisco Gonzáles Bocanegra in 1853. The anthem was mostly performed by the 

military band, and it helped to build a national identity.  

According to the Wagner and Levien 1885 catalogue, the flute models existing in Mexico 

during the late nineteenth century were wooden flutes, Tulou system (12 keys), wooden flutes, 

Boehm system (Gautrot or Martin), silvered metal flutes, Boehm system “cylindrical,” and 

Boehm flute original made out of rosewood. The school of flute in Mexico continued in the 

nineteenth century with Juan Hernández Acevedo (1862-1894), who studied with the well-

known French flutist Altés in Paris (1881) and wrote a flute method book. He became the first 

symphonic orchestra player and composer in Mexico in the nineteenth century. After him, the 

 
42 Mayer-Serra, 72. 
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flutists Librado Suarez (1868-1930) a student of Juan Hernández Acevedo, and Agustín Oropeza 

(1891-1971) continued the Mexican flute school in the nineteenth century. 

Mexican Revolution and Classical Nationalism  

during Postrevolutionary Era (1910-1968) 

Before the Mexican Revolution began in 1910, Mexico was governed by the dictator 

Profirio Díaz Mori, during a period known as the “Porfiriato” (1876-1911). There were two main 

types of popular nationalistic music during Díaz’s regime: folk music, (huapangos, jarabes, 

corridos, canciones, rancheras, and mariachi) and an institutionalized kind of “nationalist” 

popular music.43 The main Mexican composers during the “Porfiriato” were Julián Antonio 

Carrillo Trujillo (1875-1965) and Manuel María Ponce Cuéllar (1882-1948).  

After the Porfiriato, Carrillo developed complex musical ideas and sounds that created a 

new musical system during the revolutionary years. He dedicated his first symphony to the 

president Porfirio Díaz, and it premiered in 1905.44 Carrillo also formed a complete orchestra 

that only played in microtones known as “Orchestra Sound 13” in the 1930s. Carrillo asked the 

firm of Carl Sauter in Spaichingen, Baden-Würtemberg to build 15 metamorphosing pianos that 

played in whole tones, which were exhibited at the 1958 Exposition in Brussels in the Belgian 

Pavillion.45 Carrillo’s experiments with tonality led him to create a notational system with only 

 
43 Geijerstam, 83. 

44 Stevenson, 229.  

45 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Carrillo (-Trujillo), Julián (Antonio)” by Gerald R. Benjamin; 

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.05018. Accessed September 18, 2021.  

https://doi.org/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.05018
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one single absolute c’ line with numbers. During the revolutionary years, Ponce wrote essays and 

arrangements of folk music, but he did not attend a new writing notation. He became a piano 

professor at the National Conservatory, and he toured Europe between 1905-1907. Ponce also 

transcribed indigenous music and set these melodies on pentatonic scales with diverse 

instrumentation.  

Rising bourgeois liberalism created a political nationalism that awoke an interest for folk 

art expression in many artists. Many composers used indigenous musical tunes in contemporary 

classical compositions. During the early twentieth century, there was a new movement known as 

the Aztec Renaissance, which refers to the period in Mexican contemporary music when 

composers looked back to the pre-conquest music and they attempted to replicate it.46 The 

Mexican composer, Carlos Antonio de Padua Chávez y Ramírez (widely known as Carlos 

Chávez in musicological circles) (1899-1978), wrote arrangements of songs that illustrate the 

Aztec Renaissance. These include, for example, his Xochipilli (Prince of Flowers), subtitled “An 

Imagined Aztec Music” (1940). Another example of folk music is his Sinfonía india (1935-6), 

which incorporates syncopations and numerous irregular meters such as duplet versus two triplet 

combinations in 6/8 meter as a constant.47 Other composers expanded the piano repertoire with 

compositions that expressed folk themes. These piano compositions were dances in the habanero 

 
46 Julia Michelle Carrasco Barnett, “Performing Practice for Roberto Peña’s Concierto para 

Flauta y Orquesta: Discovering Mexico’s Contemporary Classical Flute Music” (D.M.A. diss., 

University of California, 2012), 9. 

47 Grove Music Online, s.v. “Chávez y Ramírez, Carlos Antonio de Padua” by Robert Parker; 

https://doi-org.libdata.lib.ua.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.05495. Accessed 

September 19, 2021. 

https://doi-org.libdata.lib.ua.edu/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.article.05495
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style, which had a Cuban influence.48 For example, Fernando Villanueva Gutiérrez (1862-93) 

composed Seis danzas humorísticas (Six Humoristic Dances) and Cupido y Venus (Cupid and 

Venus). His dances reflect Cuban and African rhythmic influences in their second part, as well as 

harmonic modulations that are part of his piano compositional style.  

Another characteristic of music in the post-Mexican Revolution era was the exaltation of 

the indigenous and native people as symbols of nationalism. Many artists and leaders admired 

the rural lifestyle, and they expressed indigenous themes in a modern, structured language.49 

Examples of these national artists are Diego Rivera (1886-1957), considered also an avant-garde 

muralist, and José Clemente Orozco (1883-1949). Silvestre Revueltas (1899-1940) represented 

nationalism in his music through ancient cultures and the mixture of different races that 

ultimately formed modern Mexico. His symphonic poem Sensemayá (1938) with text by Cuban 

Nicolás Guillén, has a complex rhythmic language, developed themes, and counterpoint that 

represent the expression of folk music in an elaborately manner.     

The political, economic, and societal changes in Mexico influenced artists to a new style 

known as Avant-garde. Manuel Maples Arce started the first movement of Avant-garde in 

Mexico in 1921. He took ideas from Peter Bürger on his Theory of Avant-Garde that was against 

the bourgeois concept of art as being separate from life.50 This movement was also accompanied 

 
48 Otto Mayer-Serra, Panorama de la música mexicana desde la independencia hasta la 

actualidad (Mexico: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1941), 132. 

49 Ibid., 159.  

50 Tatiana Flores, Mexico’s Revolutionary Avant-Gardes from Estridentsimo to 30-30! (New 

Haven: Yale University Press, 2013), 20. 



 

 

28 

 

by the Stridentist movement, which had a philosophy influenced by Futurism, Spanish Ultraism, 

and Dadaism.51  

Neo-Avant-Garde Movement (1960s-2000s) 

During the 1960s there was a second avant-garde movement known as the “neo-avant-

garde.” This style was the contradictory force to the previously existing nationalism. Mexican 

musicians and visual artists were inspired by the communist philosophy, which held that a 

nation’s power and strength were expressed in the arts. Artists saw their expression as both an 

artistic identity as well as a part of an evolutionary process. Mexican avant-garde composers 

experimented with new techniques that went away from harmony, melodies, and the traditional 

rhythm with the feeling of regular beats.52 Examples of these experimental pieces are by Mario 

Lavista (b.1943), whose compositions Diacronía (Diachrony) (1969) for string quartet and 

Divertimento (1968) are not in any time signature, but the average length of the bars is indicated 

as eight seconds in Diacronía and five in Divertimento. Furthermore, he wrote two versions of 

Divertimento. The first version uses a transistor radio and loudspeakers placed around the 

audience.53 In the second version, all the items are to be played by the audience sitting in a 

 
51 Elissa J. Rashkin, The Stridentist Movement in Mexico: the avant-garde and cultural change in 

the 1920s (Lanham: Lexington Books, 2009), 2. 

52 Dan Malström, “Introduction to Twentieth-Century Mexican Music” (Ph.D. dissertation, 

Uppsala University, 1974), 117.  

53 Malström, 128.  
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specific section transistor radio and there are loudspeakers placed around the audience.54 In the 

second version, all the items are to be played by the audience sitting in a specific section. 

Other Mexican composers were part of the Avant-garde style, including Julio Estrada 

(b.1943), Manuel Enriquez Salazar (1926-1994), Manuel de Elías (b. 1939), Graciela Agudelo 

(1945-2018), Lucía Álvarez (b.1948), Ana Lara (b.1959), Juan Trigos (b.1965), and Samuel 

Zyman (b.1956). Some of these composers used the twelve-tone technique and electronic music 

to continue to experiment with sound in a modern fashion.  

Even though the flute had a long history in Mexico, it was not until later in the twentieth 

century that the instrument’s importance was solidified. The first half of the century began with a 

few works, such as the Scherzino by Eduardo Hernandez Moncada (1899-1995), and Amatzinac 

for flute and string quartet (1935) by José Pablo Moncayo (1912-1958). Fortunately, the flute 

repertoire was expanded significantly during the second half of the twenty-century. The 

Concerto for Flute (1960) by Blas Galindo (1910-19233), marked the transition from modern to 

more contemporary styles in Mexico.55 

In addition, two other well-known Mexican flutists also contributed to the expansion of 

the flute repertoire in Mexico during the second half of the twentieth century. Flutist Marisa 

Canales (b. 1959) commissioned the following pieces, listed in table 2.  

 
54 Malström, 128.  

55 Invocaciones: Música mexicana para flauta y piano, Duo México con brío, Evangelina Reyes 

(flauta), Camelia Goila (piano), Urtext Digital Classics, n.d., JBCC188, 2010, compact disc, liner 

notes by Alfonso Colorado, 14.  
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Composers’ Names Piece Title 

Lucía Álvarez (b. 1948) Concierto para dos flautas y orquesta. (Concert 

for Two Flutes and Orchestra). 

Eduardo Angulo (b. 1954) Los centinelas de etersa for flutes, percussion, 

and strings. (1993). 

Alexis Aranda (b.1974) Concierto Acqua para flauta y orquesta. 

(Concerto Acqua for Flute and Orchestra). 

Alexis Aranda  Concierto para flauta y orquesta. (Concerto for 

Flute, Guitar, and Orchestra). 

Alexis Aranda Nyx la nuit para flauta y guitarra.  

(Nyx la nuit for Flute and Guitar). 

Juan Carlos Areán (b. 1961) Serenata para flautas y cuerdas. (Serenate for 

Flutes and Strings). 

Abraham Barrera (b. 1977) 
Concierto para flauta, trio de jazz y orquesta. 

(Concerto for Flute, Jazz Trio, and Orchestra).  

Abraham Barrera (b. 1977) 
Marisa en el vendaval para flauta y orquesta.  

(Marisa in the tempest for flute and orchestra). 

Abraham Barrera (b. 1977) 
La petite Marisa. (The short Marisa).  
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Leonardo Coral (b. 1962)  
Evocaciones para flauta y guitarra. (Evocations 

for Flute and Guitar). 

Ana Lara (b. 1959) La Lluvia también se desplaza. (The Rain Also 

Travels). 

Armando Luna (1964) Five Maks for Flute and Guitar.  

Arturo Márquez (b. 1950) Danzón No. 3 para flauta, guitarra, y orquesta. 

(Danzón No. 3 for flute and guitar and 

orchestra). (1944). 

Julio César Oliva (b. 1947). El canto de las sirenas. (The Siren’s Singing). 

Gabriela Ortiz (b. 1964). Cinco pa’ dos para flauta y guitarra. (Five for 

Two for Flute and Guitar).  

Gabriela Ortiz (b. 1964). D’colonial Californiano para flauta y orquesta. 

(Californian Colloquial for Flute and 

Orchestra).  

Jorge Ritter (1908-77). Tríptico para flauta y guitarra. (Triptych for 

Flute and Guitar).  

Gerardo Tamez (b. 1948). Divertison para flauta y guitarra. (Humorous 

for Flute and Guitar).  
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Eugenio Toussaint (1954-2011). Concierto para flauta y orquesta no. 1. 

(Concert for Flute and Orchestra no. 1).  

Samuel Zyman (b. 1956). Sonata for Flute and Piano, Number 1. 

Samuel Zyman (b. 1956). Sonata for Flute and Piano, Number 2. 

Samuel Zyman (b. 1956). Concerto for Flute and Small Orchestra (1991). 

Samuel Zyman (b. 1956). Concerto for Flute and Orchestra, Number 2.  

Samuel Zyman (b. 1956). Suite de la mancha para flauta, cello, y piano. 

(Suite of the Shade for Flute, Cello, and Piano). 

Samuel Zyman (b. 1956). Concierto para flauta, guitarra y orquesta. 

(Concerto for flute, guitar, and orchestra).  

Table 2 Marisa Canales' Commissioned Flute Pieces. 

 

Like Canales, the flute player Miguel Ángel Villanueva (b.1964) also expanded the flute 

repertoire by commissioning the following pieces to the Mexican composer Eduardo Angulo as 

well as other Mexican composers, listed in table 3.  

Composer’s Names Piece Title 

Lucia Álvarez (b. 1948). Utopía III para flauta y orquesta (Utopia III 

for Flute and Orchestra). 
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Eduardo Angulo (b. 1954). Concierto para flauta y orquesta (Concerto 

for Flute and Orchestra). 

 Concierto No. 2 para flauta y orquesta 

(Concerto No. 2 for Flute and Orchestra). 

 Doble concierto para flauta, arpa, y orquesta 

(Double Concerto for Flute, Harp, and 

Orchestra). 

 Triple concierto para flauta, viola, piano y 

orquesta (Triple Concerto for Flute, Viola, 

Piano, and Orchestra). 

 Concerto grosso para flauta y orquesta 

(Concerto Grosso for Flute and Orchestra). 

 El flautista de Hamelin, Ballet para flauta y 

orquesta (Pied Piper of Hamelin, Ballet for 

flute and Orchestra). 

 El ruiseñor, Ballet para flauta y orquesta 

(The Nightingale, Ballet for Flute and 

Orchestra). 
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 Doble concierto para dos flautas y orquesta 

de cuerdas (Double Concerto for Two Flutes 

and String Orchestra). 

 Concierto “art de pop” para flauta, guitarra 

y orquesta (Concerto “Art de Pop” for Flute, 

Guitar, and Orchestra). 

 Eólica, para cuatro flautas (Aeolian, for Four 

Flutes). 

 Cuatro danzas sibilinas para flauta, viola y 

arpa (Four Sibylline Dances for Flute, Viola 

and Harp). 

 Sonata para flauta y piano (Sonata for Flute 

and Piano). 

 Sólo en sueños, para flauta, voz, viola y piano 

(Only in Dreams, for Flute, Voice, Viola and 

Piano). 

 Septeto, para flauta, clarinete, arpa, y 

cuarteto de cuerdas (Septet, for Flute, 

Clarinet, Harp, and String Quartet). 
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 Sonata para flauta y arpa (Sonata for Flute 

and Harp). 

 Albatros, para flauta, y cuarteto de cuerdas 

(Albatross, for Flute, and String Quartet). 

 Chacona y lluvia para flauta, violonchelo y 

piano (Chaconne and Rain for Flute, Cello, 

and Piano). 

Alejandro Luis Castillo Polifonía humana, para cuatro flautas 

(Human Polyphony, for Flute Quartet). 

Leonardo Coral (b. 1962). Transformaciones, para flauta y cuarteto de 

cuerdas (Transformations, for Flute and 

String Quartet). 

Francisco Cortés Álvarez (b. 1983). Partículas en movimiento, para flauta y 

orquesta (Particles in Movement for Flute and 

Orchestra). 

Horacio Fernández Vázquez  Trío para flauta, viola, y piano (Trio for 

Flute, Viola, and Piano). 
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Uriel Flores Paredes  Collage, suite para flauta y banda sinfónica 

(Collage, Suite for Flute and Symphonic 

Band). 

Alejandro Gómez  Cuarteto para los cuatro horizontes, para 

cuarteto de flautas (Concerto for Four 

Horizons, for Flute Quartet). 

Patricia Moya  Concierto para flauta y orquesta (Concerto 

for Flute and Orchestra). 

 Concierto de mascaras, para flauta y 

orquesta (Concerto of Masks, for Flute and 

Orchestra). 

 Suite arcaica, para cuarteto de flautas 

(Archaic Suite, for Flute Quartet). 

Roberto Peña (1957). Concierto para flauta y orquesta (Concerto 

for Flute and Orchestra). 

Hugo Rosales (1956-2021). Concierto para flauta y orquesta (Concerto 

for Flute and Orchestra). 

Eugenio Toussaint (1954-2011). Gauguin, para flauta, arpa y orquesta 

(Gauguin, for Flute, Harp, and Orchestra). 
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 Concierto para flauta y orquesta (Concerto 

for Flute and Orchestra). 

 El Chaneque elegíaco para cuarteto de 

flautas (The Elegiac Chanekeh for Flute 

Quartet). 

 Trébol de alabastro, para flauta, viola y arpa 

(The Clover of Alabaster, for Flute, Viola, 

and Harp). 

 Gratitud, para flauta y guitarra 

(Thankfulness, for Flute and Guitar). 

Horacio Uribe (b.1970). Concierto para flauta y orquesta (Concerto 

for Flute and Orchestra). 

 Aproximaciones al son huasteco, para flauta 

y piano (Approximations to the Huastec Son, 

for Flute and Piano). 

 ¡De expansiones y auroras boreales!, para 

cuarteto de flautas (Of Expansions and 

Northern Lights!, for Flute Quartet). 
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 Yo no sé de cierto, pero supongo para flauta, 

viola y arpa (I Don’t Know for Sure, but I 

Suppose for Flute, Viola, and Harp). 

 LUMA, para flauta y piano (LUMA for flute 

and piano). 

Jorge Vidales (b.1969). Sonata para flauta y piano (Sonata for Flute 

and Piano). 

Table 3 Miguel Angel Villanueva's Commissioned Flute Pieces. 

 

These flute pieces commissioned by flutists Marisa Canales and Miguel Ángel 

Villanueva represent some of the living Mexican composers who have contributed to the 

expansion of the flute literature. They have composed chamber music pieces, orchestral pieces, 

vocal pieces, and solo flute pieces in a variety of styles that demand an advanced level of 

technique from flute players.   
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CHAPTER 2 ROJAS ESTÁN LAS AGUAS (RED WATERS) BY GERMÁN ROMERO 

Composer’s Bio and Poem Translation 

Germán Romero (Mérida, 1966) is a Mexican composer and pedagogue. He studied at the 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de Mexico (UNAM) with the composer Julio Estrada. Romero 

has composed music for orchestra, chamber ensembles, solo instruments, and electroacoustic 

music. His works have been performed in the Darmstädter Ferienkurse (Darmstadt Summer 

Courses), the Foro Internacional de Musica Nueva “Manuel Enríquez,” the Festival Internacional 

de Música de Morelia, the American Festival of Microtonal Music, the Chicago ICE Fest, and 

Radar and the Cervantino Festival. He wrote the following books: Formar el oído, metodología 

y ejercicios [Training the Ear, Methodology and Exercises] (2011), and Escucha-imagina-

representa, cuadernos de entrenamiento auditivo [“Listen-Imagine-Represent,” Notebooks for 

Auditive Training] (vol. 1, 2015; vol. 2, 2019). He currently serves as coordinator of music 

theory, analysis, and history at the Universidad Panamericana and is a composition professor at 

the Escuela Superior de Música.56 

Rojas están las aguas (Red Waters) (2003-2004) for soprano, flute, viola, and harp has a 

text from two different anonymous poems written after the Spanish conquest. These poems were  

 
56 Germán Romero, “semblanza” Germán Romero, access January 14, 2022, https: 

//www.germanromerop.com/semblanza/. 
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originally written in Nahuatl and translated into Spanish by Fray Ángel María Garibay Kintana. 

The first verse is from a poem titled Un futuro incierto [Uncertain Future], 57 and the second and 

third verses are from the poem Después de la derrota [After the Defeat].58 Both poems describe 

the horrendous experiences of native Mexican people as they suffered through the devastating 

circumstances of losing their lands, religion, and identity. The image of “red waters” in the poem 

represents the extinction of the Aztec culture after Hernán Cortés (1485-1547) destroyed the city 

Tenochtitlán.  

See poem and English:59 

Habrá sol, amanecerá.    There will be sun, a sunrise.     

¿Cómo vivirá, cómo habitará el pueblo bajo? How are low class people going to live?                                                                                      

¡Se fué! Se llevaron lo negro, lo colorido. It’s gone! They took the dark, the colorful.    

¿Cómo habitará el pueblo?    How will the people dwell?  

¿Cómo permanecerá la tierra?   How will the land remain?    

¿Cómo se habitará?     How will the land be inhabited?  

¿Qué será sostén de las cosas?   What will the sustainer of things?  

¿Qué encaminará las cosas?    What will direct things? 

¿Qué modelo habrá?     What will the model be?  

¿Qué ejemplo para los ojos?    What will be the example for the eyes?  

¿De qué se dará principio? ¿Qué?   What will be started? What? 

 

 
57 Birgitta Leander, In Xochitl in cuitatl flor y canto (Mexico, D.F.: Instituto Nacional 

Indigenista, 1972), 261. 

58 Ibid. 255. 

59 Translation by author.  
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En los caminos yacen dardos rotos,    Broken darts lie on the roads,                              

Los cabellos están esparcidos.   Hair is scattered,  

Destechadas están las casas,    Houses are roofless, 

Enrojecidos tienen sus muros.   The walls are reddened. 

Gusanos pululan por calles y plazas,   Worms are in streets and squares 

Y en las paredes están salpicados los sesos.  And walls are sprinkled with brains. 

Rojas están las aguas…    The waters are red… 

 

Habrá sol, amanecerá.    There will be sun, a sunrise. 

Golpeábamos, en tanto, los muros de adobe,  Meanwhile, we hit above walls,  

Y era nuestra herencia una red de agujeros.  Our heritage was a web of holes 

Con los escudos fué su resguardo,   Their guard was with shields, 

Pero ni con ellos puede ser sostenida su soledad. Its solitude cannot even be sustained                                                                                                                                                                              

by them. 

 

Comimos ratas, gusanos, lagartijas   We ate rats, worms, lizards 

Las aguas están como teñidas…   Waters are reddish… 

 

Germán Romero uses the poem in the vocal line with major seventh and minor seventh 

intervals, changes of intonation, and an instrumental accompaniment that connects each verse 

and sets the mood for the text narration. The three different verses are expressed within three 

different sections in the piece: the first section includes a painful scream, and it leaves the 

listener with an awe of wondering; the second section incorporates rhythmic patterns in triplets 

in the voice and harp’s accompaniment; the third section has rhythmic polyphony, thicker 

textures, a gradual tempo accelerando, a painful scream, and a long-distorted note in the soprano 

line that build the ultimate expressive climax. The narration creates a constant tension and 
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release in these different sections. The two poems depict a reality that embraces suffering and 

despair. The first line “There will be sun, a sunrise” has a tone of hope, but as the poem 

continues, the same line “There will be sun, a sunrise” is more ironic; there is a sense of “false 

hope,” the narrator is not optimistic anymore. The story is also inconclusive; it is a description, 

but the music completes it.  

In Rojas están las aguas, Germán Romero uses freedom as the driving compositional 

goal, and it can be found in the form, atonality, and extended techniques. For example, Germán 

Romero set this text in the soprano part in a free and innovative manner with extended 

techniques that expand the expression of the text. He stated in the interview that the piece can be 

read as a micro-opera in which every instrument is a character that represents something in the 

dramatic story. Moreover, he emphasizes that his main intent is to awake different emotions in 

the listener. The music reflects the text´s sorrowful tone with dissonances, sound distortions, 

change of meters, and two “pain screams” in the soprano part. Romero stated in an online lecture 

about his compositional process that he does not intend to compose within a specific style or 

movement, but rather he looks for freedom as the main characteristic in his compositional 

process.60 To achieve this aim, he often uses irregular rhythmic divisions.  

Overview of the Form and Poem in the Music 

In the score for Rojas están las aguas, Romero indicates general extended techniques for 

the musicians: quarter-tone sharp, three quarter-tones sharp, a quarter-tone flat, and vibrato. For 

 
60 Germán Romero, “Procesos de Composición,” (online lecture via zoom, Núcleo Integral de 

Composición School, Mexico City, Sep. 17, 2021).  
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the flute, he incorporates the following: singing while playing sound, Aeolian sound, half-

Aeolian sound, harmonics, multiphonics, breathy sounds, and the jet whistle. For the voice, he 

specifies different vocal techniques, such as granulated sounds and glissandi, as well as inhale 

noisily or to sing the phrase with only one breath. He requires extended techniques for the viola: 

Bartók pizzicato, left hand pizzicato, left hand over all the strings, sound obtained by the friction 

of stings, sul tasto (bowing on the fingerboard), sul ponticello (playing near the bridge to 

produce a metallic effect), among others. (See Appendix A for full list of required extended 

techniques). Rojas están las aguas does not have a standard form but, it can be divided into three 

main parts (Fig. 1).  

 

Figure 1 Romero, Rojas están las aguas, main form.  

The overall structure is in three parts that have different lengths and progressively build 

to a climax in the last section. The harp and viola play an introduction that prepares the listener 

for the soprano entrance. Romero explains that he uses each instrument to represent different 

•viola and 
harp 
intro. 
(mm. 1-
40).

•part 1 
(mm.1-
159).

Verse 
1

•harp 
interlude 
(mm. 
160-213).

•part 2 
(mm.160
-248).

Verse 
2

•interlude 
harp and 
flute 
(mm. 
249-250).

•part 3 
(mm.249
-374)

•coda 
(mm. 
375-182).

Verse 
3
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characters: the harp represents the space or nature where the scene occurs, the viola is the 

internal emotional struggle that the protagonist or main character has throughout, while the flute 

typically either plays in unison with or continues the soprano’s line. In the first instrumental 

introduction (mm. 1-40), the viola has sound distortions accompanied by chords in the harp. The 

harp chords followed by long rests create a sound atmosphere where there is not a clear tempo or 

meter, as in mm. 16-19 (Fig. 2).  

 

Figure 2 Romero, Rojas están las aguas, mm. 16-19. 

The extended techniques in the viola and harp create an ethereal sound, while the flute’s 

extended techniques contrast with the voice’s melodies. The graph above the viola part indicates 

a distorted sound with noise going up and down in the same pitch. The harp chords have six 

notes, which create dissonances with the viola line. Then, the soprano entrance in m. 41 is 

marked with a technique of breathing “high and loud.” The first interval is a major seventh, 

which becomes a common interval for most of the entrances of the soprano part. The frequent 

dissonances between the harp, viola, voice, and flute emphasize the atonality in this piece. After 

the first line “Habrá sol, amanecerá” [There will be sun, a sunrise], the harp begins playing in 
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rhythmic polyphony at m. 52. This gives a rhythmic motor that sets a steady beat pattern, and it 

marks the start of a new section. The extended techniques in the flute elongate vocal lines. The 

flutter tongue creates diffused sounds that provide another sonic layer as the soprano changes 

color.  

There are three “painful screams” that express deep sorrow; these screams also create 

unity and a progressive climax in the piece. The first painful scream in the soprano line is in the 

first section, and it lasts 13 measures (mm. 98-110). Romero asks the soprano to scream in a fff 

dynamic with an effect of running out of air while bending the pitch downward (Fig. 3). 

 

Figure 3 Romero, Rojas están las aguas, mm. 97-100. 

The scream is accompanied by irregular rhythms in the viola and harp. The soprano does not 

have a written pitch, but after the effect, the line moves chromatically and with a glissando 

technique to a B5. After the scream, the flute picks up the sound with a C6 note and Aeolian 

sound that expand the scream (Fig. 4). 
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Figure 4 Romero, Rojas están las aguas, mm. 117-120. 

The extended techniques in the flute expand the voice’s scream and reinforce the agony of the 

soprano’s story. The scream technique is a representation of the opera-like character of “Red 

Waters” as it was intended by the composer. Romero ends the first section with long notes in the 

soprano without instrumental accompaniment. The soprano holds a long D5 with the word 

“what?” that leaves the listener without answers to her fervid questions.  

 In contrast to the first part, the second section is the shorter (mm.160-249) and has 

more triplet rhythms with unison passages in the voice and flute. It starts with the harp playing 

chords in between measures of rests, which creates a sense of timelessness and a mysterious 

mood. However, the harp plays constant arpeggiations that build a growing tension in the second 

section. As the text describes “worms are everywhere in streets and stores,” the viola’s sound 

distortions and harp’s constant dissonant arpeggios suggest a sense of restlessness and sadness. 

The voice begins singing in m. 213, starting with a major seventh interval in triplet rhythmic 

figures. Romero explains in his interview that this second verse and section represent childhood 

memories, an episode or even a traumatic situation, which he associates with triplet rhythms. The 

flute and voice play in unison of rhythm and pitch (mm. 241-246), emphasizing the line “and 

walls are sprinkled with brain matter” as the harp plays arpeggiations in irregular rhythms (Fig. 

5).  
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Figure 5 Romero, Rojas están las aguas, mm. 241-244 

To further heighten the effect, the flute extended technique of singing and playing in these 

measures (241-244) creates a three-octave sound of the same pitches. The flute plays the melody 

an octave below, making three voices in total. The last phrase in the soprano line “Waters are 

red” is emphasized by irregular rhythms that sound in triplets leaving the audience with a cruel 

picture of what the protagonist is saying about the “low class peoples” circumstances.  

The third part (mm. 249-382) has rhythmic polyphony between the flute, viola, and harp 

that anticipates the tension of the last verse. In the third section, the flute and harp play an 

instrumental prelude with irregular rhythmic figures while the flute holds a long B5 for seven 

measures, followed by thirty-second notes that are indeterminably raised or lowered in pitch. The 

flute’s extended techniques of singing and playing, the glissandos, and jet whistle create more 

tension and acceleration of the tempo. The viola joins with rhythmic figures in triplet, six, and 

five group notes and distorted sound techniques that create new sonorities. These three voices 

(viola, flute, and harp) have rhythmic polyphony that prepares the listener with a nervous and 

anxious anticipation of the voice’s entrance (Fig. 6).  
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Figure 6 Romero, Rojas están las aguas, mm. 271-273 

Within this third section, Romero indicates a second painful scream in mm 303-304, 

which indicates pain and sorrow. In this section, Romero places this scream after the soprano’s 

repetition of the line “there will be sun, there will be a sunrise,” which is accompanied by a 

thicker texture where the polyphony of rhythms suggests that it is a statement without hope when 

compared to the first scream in m. 41. The voice’s painful scream is on a held B5 with a lower 

pitch indication. It is in unison with the flute while the viola and harp continue the rhythmic 

polyphony. The flute and viola then follow this scream with faster articulated passages that 

continue to build tension.   

Romero uses a gradual tempo accelerando in the third section that prepares the listener 

for the final scream and climax of the piece. The last scream is the most dramatic in the piece.  

Romero builds it using an acceleration, thicker textures, extended techniques, and a text that 

describes the most horrific stories written in a poetic form. The thicker texture in the three 

instrumental voices anticipate the last scream after the line “We ate rats, worms, and lizards.” 

The scream is sustained in the soprano line with a G5 that moves to a B5 with a distorted sound 
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pitch on a B4 with a fast and irregular vibrato (Fig. 7).

 

Figure 7 Romero, Rojas están las aguas, mm. 364-367 

The flute and viola extend the voice’s long notes with extended techniques in faster and irregular 

sixteenth notes while the voice holds that pitch for 15 measures. The flute’s singing and playing, 

pizzicato, multiphonics, and articulated notes with the viola’s distortions of sound centering 

around the same pitch produce a restless or desperate emotion.  

Unexpectedly, Romero ends the piece with a coda that reflects a mood change marked as 

“distant, out of this world,” which gives the listener a surprising and unexpected end. The 

soprano’s last line (“waters are reddish”) is in a quarter note and eighth notes line with triplets. 

The flute and viola do not play anymore, and the harp has irregular rhythms in just one measure 

creating a sense of peace or resolution.  
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CHAPTER 3 XOCHIATL (PERFUME) BY DIANA SYRSE 

Composer’s Bio  

Diana Syrse (Mexico City, 1984) is a composer and singer. Her music shows influences 

of jazz, rock, fusion, traditional music, avant-garde, non-Western instruments, theatrical 

elements, and electronics. Her catalog contains works for choirs, orchestras, ensembles, 

electronics, electroacoustic music, dance, opera, and musical theatre. She has worked as a 

composer and singer with the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra, the Staatsoper Hamburg, 

Vocal Essence, the Babylon Orchestra Berlin, Kinderkinder, and Túumben Paax. She was the 

founder and artistic director of The Breakout Ensemble in Munich.61  

Syrse earned her bachelor’s degree in composition at the Facultad de Música (UNAM) in 

Mexico City. She obtained a master’s degree in the Performer Composer Program at Cal Arts 

and a second master’s degree at the Hochschule für Musik und Theater in Munich, Germany. She 

is currently pursuing her Ph.D. in composition at the University of Birmingham, in the UK, 

under Daria Kwiatkowska and Scott Wilson. She has studied composition with Gabriela Ortiz, 

Moritz Eggert, Wolfgang von Schweinitz, Don Freund, Marc Loweinstein, Andreas Kissenbeck 

and voice with Edith Contreras, Carlos Montane, and Jacqueline Bobak. Syrse’s pieces for flute  

 
61 Diana Syrse, “Diana Syrse Composer and Singer” accessed 14 January 2022, 

https://www.dianasyrse.com. 
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include Mariposas (Butterflies) for solo flute (2005), Astral for solo flute (2006), Beldad y fuerza 

(Feminine Beauty and Strength) for flute and piano (2007); Rojo en azul volátil (Red in Volatile 

Blue) for flute, clarinet in B-flat, piano, violin, percussion, and cello (2007-2012); Xochiatl 

(Perfume) for mezzo-soprano, flute, and piano (2008); Historia del partir (Story of Leaving 

Behind) for soprano, oboe, flute, violin, cello, and piano (2014); In This Garden for flute, oboe, 

alto saxophone, cello, violin, piano, drums, soprano, mezzo-soprano, tenor, baritone, and pre-

Hispanic instruments (2015); Dr. Bauer (theater music) for flute, clarinet in B-flat, horn, and 

bassoon, and Marina in the Jungle for wind quintet (2016).  

Poem Translation and Context 

Xochiatl [Perfume] features a poem originally written in Nahuatl titled Ye ocueponque in 

xochitl in choquiliztitech [The Flowers of Sadness have Already Bloomed] by the Mexican 

writer Luis Alveláis Pozos (1916-2001).62 The following poem is a translation from Nahuatl to 

Spanish and to English. The Spanish translation is helpful for Spanish speaking people, but the 

vocal line is in Nahuatl. The composer also includes her translation of the poem into English.  

Nahuatl      Spanish  

Ye ocueponque in xochimeh    Ya brotaron las flores del llanto,  

in choquiliztitech,     amada Flor de Carne.  

tlazohtla Nacaxochitzin.      

 

Timocuetlahuia ihuan timopopolhuitz   Te marchitas y te vas desvaneciendo  

zan yuhuqui ce achi xochitepiyotl,   como una breve flor, 

 
62 Luis Alveláis Pozos, Yolteotl del corazón endiosado (Havana, Cuba: Casa de las Américas 

Edition, 1992), 96. 
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ihuan in aitic      y en el seno del agua ya no cantan 

aoc cuicah in xochiatl     las flores acuáticas   

inxochiyo icuic.     su florida canción. 

 

Omotlaponaque in xomalinmeh   Se quebraron los juncos 

teixpan in axayacatl…    frente al rostro de agua… 

Poliuiqueh in acatl     Se ha destrozado un jacinto… 

ca ye imman in choquiliztli;    es el teimpo del llanto. 

 

In teponaztli in yohualtitech    El timbral de la noche 

caquizti ompa huehca quitztica…,   resuena allá en la distancia 

ihuan motlatqui in necaualiztli   y al silencio se lleva 

icuic in motocauh     tu nombre luminoso 

 

Ye ocueponque in xochimeh     Ya brotaron las flores del llanto, 

ihuan in aitic      y en el seno del agua ya no cantan 

aoc cuicah in xochiatl     las flores acuáticas.  

 

English 

The flowers of crying have already bloomed,  

beloved Flower of Flesh. 

  

You wither and fade away 

like a brief flower,  

and in the bosom of water the aquatic flowers 

no longer sing their joyful song.  

 

The reeds broke 



 

 

53 

 

in front of the face of water… 

A hyacinth has been destroyed… 

it’s the time of weeping. 

 

The timpani of the night 

resonates in the distance 

and it takes to silence 

your luminous name. 

 

The flowers of sadness have already bloomed,  

and in the bosom of the water aquatic flowers no 

longer sing. 

 

Luis A. Pozos wrote this poem in Nahuatl and in Spanish in the twentieth century using 

an ancient language and techniques that reflect the lyrical poetry genre xochicuicatl known as 

“florid singing” by Nahuas in Mesoamerican cultures. The “florid singing” had a philosophical 

and reflective character that was used to express profound meanings.63 The Aztecs highly 

appreciated flowers and singing as shown by the function this genre played in their lives. Poetry 

and festivities were national elements and a way to communicate with the divine or the world of 

“flowers and singing,” which the Aztecs considered to be sublime. To further support this belief, 

the pre-Hispanic poetry in Nahuatl represented images such as animal’s wings, flowers and their 

perfumes, precious stones, and gold. Flowers represented delicate and transitory elements. They 

 
63 Leander, In xochitl in cuicatl flor y canto, 66. 



 

 

54 

 

could allude to the brevity of human life, the spiritual world, art, or poetry. The “flower of flesh” 

mentioned in the poem, represents corn, the Aztec’s basic food source.   

The Mexican mezzo-soprano Isabel Beteta commissioned Xochiatl in 2007 to record for 

her 2008 album, titled El Tiempo Recuperado [Time Recovered]. Syrse wrote the original edition 

for mezzo-soprano, flute, and piano (2008), as well as a version for tenor and piano. Beteta also 

commissioned Syrse for Nocuicatl [Song of Nostalgia] for mezzo-soprano, cello, and piano and 

La batalla [The Battle] for mezzo-soprano and piano to record on her CD El tiempo recuperado. 

Nocuicatl includes a text in old Nahuatl while La batalla has a text in Spanish by Rodrigo de la 

Fuente. Though these latter works do not include flute, they show the importance of the 

historical subject matter.  

Overview of the Form and Text in the Music 

Xochiatl is in ABA’ form. A is from mm. 1-52, B from mm. 53-88, and A’ from mm. 89-

112. Part A begins in 3/4 meter and has an introduction for piano and flute. The piano plays 

arpeggiated chords around an E tonal center, while the flute has a legato melody in measure 6 on 

the same tonal center. The introduction is marked dulcemente (sweetly) for both instruments. 

Once the flute starts playing the melody, the piano has an eighth-note accompaniment which 

keeps the tempo steady for this simple melody and accompaniment. The mezzo-soprano enters in 

m. 19 with a syllabic rather than melismatic line, and the voice and flute have call-and-response 

melodies (Fig. 8). Later the flute plays in rhythmic unison with the voice (Fig. 9).
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Figure 8 Syrse, Xochiatl, mm. 18-23. 

 

Figure 9 Syrse, Xochiatl, mm. 44-47 

The flute’s responses to the vocal line engage in dialogue with the singer, while the piano part 

continues with a simple eighth-note accompaniment. The rhythmic unison tipically has intervals 

of thirds, sixths, and octaves between the flute and melody, and Syrse often uses this rhythmic 

unison between the flute and the voice to create climaxes. As demonstrated in Figure 9, Syrse 

emphasizes the last word Xochiatl, which is repeated three times at the end of part A. 

Part B (mm. 53-88) is contrasting in rhythm and character. This contrast describes the 

image portrayed in the second verse of the poem. The expression mark is “aquatic and 

mysterious” when the text of the poem indicates, “the reeds broke in front of the face of the 

water” in measure (mm. 56-60). To further highlight this section, Syrse changes the meter from 

3/4 to 4/4 in this section. The suggested metronome mark for the second section is faster than the 
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beginning of the piece. The piano has constant sixteenth notes that represent the flow and 

movement of water as shown with the technique of playing two notes in the right hand and two 

with the left hand, while the flute uses a flutter tonguing to change the color of sound and evoke 

a mysterious character (Fig. 10).  

 

Figure 10 Syrse, Xochiatl, mm. 53-54. 

In part B, the mezzo-soprano has triplet quarter-note figures and accented notes 

accompanied by similar rhythms and accents in the flute and piano. Syrse uses triplet figures in 

the soprano when the text says, “a hyacinth has been destroyed, it’s time to weep.” Syrse places 

the flute as a canon of the vocal line to heighten the expression (Fig. 11).  

 

Figure 11 Syrse, Xochiatl, mm. 67-68. 



 

 

57 

 

In imitation of a percussive sound, the mezzo-soprano part has accents in the verse “the timpani 

of the night resonate in the distance,” and next it has an expression marked as energetic to 

emphasize “and it takes to the silence your luminous name,” referring to the name of the beloved 

flower of flesh. The piano also has accents in the right-hand E major chords, while the left hand 

keeps the arpeggiation in sixteenth notes (Fig. 12).  

 

Figure 12 Syrse, Xochiatl, m. 73. 

The final A’ section (mm. 89-107) has a climax with the repetition of the first theme 

melodic material that resolves in a short coda. In A’, Syrse returns to the 3/4 and the same 

melodic materials in the mezzo-soprano and flute parts. The piano shifts to such lower notes as 

C1, which creates a darker color underneath the voice and flute melodies. The poem lines 

expressed in section A’ and the coda are “and in the bosom of the water, they no longer sing. the 

aquatic flowers.” Syrse creates a climax by placing the word xochiatl in dotted half notes in the 

voice part, while the flute plays the same rhythm in parallel sixths to the voice melody. She also 

inverts the original notes in the mezzo-soprano from mm. 45 to 47 in section A’, and the flute 

moves to C6, making this a climatic and intense melody towards the end. (Fig. 13 and 14). The 
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piano coda is the repetition of the B section arpeggios marked as “mysterious and aquatic” in a 

subito p and pp dynamics, thereby causing the piece to end in a mysterious fashion.   

 

Figure 13 Syrse, Xochiatl, mm. 43-47. 

   

Figure 14 Syrse, Xochiatl, mm. 101-104. 

Overall, Syrse uses several compositional tools to make this piece simple yet expressive. 

She repeats specific words with longer rhythmic values to emphasize their meaning. She 

employs call and response between various combinations of instruments and voices. There are 

contrasting parts in different meters, rhythms, and dynamics. The simplicity of her composition 

relies on the syllabic setting of the poem, which is easier to sing in the Nahuatl language. The 

piano retains a steady pattern of eighth and sixteenth notes, and the melodies are also repetitive 

and lyrical instead of showing high technical demands. There is only one extended technique for 

flute in this piece, flutter tonguing, and Syrse uses it to vary the tone color and to create a 

mysterious character in the B section. The simplicity of Syrse’s writing makes this composition 

approachable for intermediate to advanced performers. However, the mezzo-soprano’s 
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knowledge of Nahuatl pronunciation is indispensable for the accurate musical expression of 

Xochiatl. 
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CHAPTER 4 ESTAMPAS MEXICANAS (MEXICAN VIGNETTES) BY JOSÉ ELIZONDO 

Composer’s Bio and Context 

José Elizondo (b. Chihuahua, 1972) received degrees in music and electrical engineering 

from the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT). He also studied musical analysis, 

orchestration, and conducting at Harvard University. He has composed works for orchestra, 

choral, chamber music and solo instruments. His compositions that include flute are shown in 

table 4. 64 

 
64 José Elizondo, “José Elizondo” accessed 20 November 2021, https://www.joseelizondo.com 

Genre Piece Title  Year of Composition 

Flute solo with orchestra Estampas mexicanas 

(Mexican Vignettes for Flute 

Solo with String Orchestra). 

1995 
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 Danzas latinoamericanas 

(Latin American Dances for 

Flute Solo with String 

orchestra).  

1997 

 Canción de cuna (Lullaby 

for Flute Solo with String 

Orchestra). 

2002 

 Chez for Flute and String 

Orchestra. 

2002 

 Sefika’s menuetto for Flute 

and String Orchestra.  

2014 

 Estampas mexicanas 

(Mexican Vignettes for Flute 

Solo with String Orchestra).  

2014 

 Despapaye for Flute and 

String Orchestra. 

2018 
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 Limoncello for Flute Solo 

with String Orchestra and 

piano.  

2018 

 Crepúsculos (Alpenglow 

version for Flute and Piano 

and Flute Solo with String 

Orchestra).  

2018 

 Nachtblume (Night Flower, 

version for Flute and Cello 

and Flute solo with String 

Orchestra).  

2020 

 Nachtblume (Night Flower, 

version for Flute and Cello 

and Flute Solo with String 

Orchestra). 

2020 

Solo Flute Excursión a la montaña 

(Excursion to the Mountain 

for Solo Flute).  

1995 
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Table 4 Elizondo's Flute Pieces 

 

Elizondo’s Estampas mexicanas was his first orchestral composition and was completed 

as a homework assignment while he was a music student at M.I.T. The piece was premiered 

at Kresge Auditorium, MIT, on December 9, 1995, by the M.I.T. Symphony Orchestra with 

David Epstein as the conductor. In 2014, Elizondo wrote a version for flute as a soloist with 

string orchestra and piano, which was recorded by the Turkish flutist Sefika Kutluer on her 

CD Latin Romance. The flute and string orchestra version includes only the first and third 

 Danzas barrocas (Baroque 

Dances for Solo Flute). 

1998 

Flute and Piano Princesa de cuento de hadas 

(Fairy Tale Princess for 

Flute and Piano). 

1995 

Flute with various 

instruments 

La alborada de la esperanza 

(Dawn of Hope, versions for 

Flute and Guitar, Flute and 

Piano, Alto Flute and Piano, 

Alto Flute Solo, Flute and 

Cello, and Flute Solo with 

String Orchestra). 

2018 
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movements out of the three-movement original orchestral suite. Elizondo also wrote the 

version for string quartet (2019) and a twenty-fifth anniversary edition for orchestra (2021), 

which includes a marimba part and features new melodies and textures. These last two 

versions include three movements. Elizondo states that he was inspired by the rhythmic 

music of Carlos Chávez, the mysticism of Silvestre Revueltas, and the lyric melodies of 

Manuel M. Ponce.65  

Elizondo asked the Mexican writer Karina Meléndez to write a poem for Estampas 

mexicanas, which Meléndez wrote after the world premiere of Estampas mexicanas. The 

poem was inspired by the musical ideas of the piece, but it is not connected to the music in a 

programmatic way. The poem develops its own story, and it is presented as a separate work 

of art that alludes to some ideas presented in Estampas mexicanas:66 

Spanish       English                 

 

      I. Ferial      I. Parade                                                                           

 

El conquistador besó la nueva   The conqueror kissed the New Land  

      

tierra antes de herirla con su pala.  before wounding it with a shovel.   

   

Se enorgulleció de las manos que   He took pride in the hands that   

   

cortaron este ramo de flores de uprooted this bundle of cempasuchil  

 

cempasúchil que ahora adorna su florero. flowers that now embellishes his vase. 

          

 

 
65 José Elizondo, Estampas mexicanas (Boston: self-pub., 1997), 6.  

66 Ibid., 5. 
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Las estrellas del cielo europeo   The stars descend from the European  

bajan a acariciar melodias. Tus huellas,  sky to caress his melodies. Your    

pueblo Azteca, están presentes en el  footsteps, Aztec people, are present in 

ritmo que hoy el conquistador reclama  the anonymity of rhythm that the  

como suyo.     conqueror now claims as his own.    

No existen lazos entre tú y él.   There is no link between you and him. 

Si él tuviera antecedents en esta tierra,  If he had any ancestor on this land,  

los recordaría…Y sin embargo toca  he would remember… still, he sings  

ésta melodía que aunque grata,    this tune that, though dear,  

permanece extranjera a él.   remains foreign to him. A song that          

Un canto que habla con la voz de las speaks with the voice of a promise        

promesas que no se cumplirán para él.  that will not hold true for him.   

      

 

II. Danza del pájaro sagrado   II. Dance of the Sacred Bird   

               

 

El recuerdo del canto reposa   The memory of the chant rests 

entre las pirámides abandonadas.   among the abandoned pyramids.    

Bajan lentas las sombras    Wearisome shadows descend   

a recostarse sobre la tierra.   to lay upon the earth.    

En la obscuridad retumba la plegaria   The timid plea of those                     

tímida de los que buscan rescatar   who seek to rescue their identity   

una identidad del pasado obscuro.  from the past echoes in the dark.   
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Los fragmentos de los templos alzan  Each fragment of the temple   

la vista para responder a la invocación. raises its sight to respond to the invocation.   

El latido del volcán dormido se escucha  The heartbeat of the sleeping volcano  

respirar en éstas tierras.    can be heard breathing in this land.   

Los siglos abren paso a la historia  Centuries make way for history 

que viene caminando desde muy lejos.   to approach the present from afar.   

Que levanta desde el escombro de  She rises from the remains of the 

las pirámides y se desentierra pyramids and exhumes herself from 

así misma del olvido. Viene la historia  oblivion. History comes like the feather 

como una pluma que desgarra el tiempo. that tears time apart.   

 

La música se viste con el    Music dresses herself   

lenguaje del Quetzal.    with the feathers of the Quetzal.   

El ave sagrada recobra su canto,   The sacred bird claims his song,   

silbido, y se funde a la invocación,  his whistle, and fuses with the   

El dios pájaro se deja ver con la   invocation, revealing itself     

gloria del alma que renace   with the glory of a soul that is    

de su sepulcro.     reborn from its grave. 

Los Españoles observan como el dios  The Spaniards watch the winged god  

emplumado se lleva su trino de vuelta  haul its trill back to the past    

al pasado y los deja solos con el silencio. and bind them to silence.                                 
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III. Teotlalli      III. Teotlalli      

A nuestra espalda sólo quedan ídolos  Our back is burdened by stone idols  

de barro que no hablan ya más con  that will speak to us no more   

nosotros y las carabelas que sólo   and with ships that will carry only  

llevarán oro y piedras preciosas al viejo   precious stones to the Old Continent. 

continente. Estamos varados.   We have been left adrift.      

 

Deja que el viejo sol se ahogue   Let the Ancient Sun sink and drag  

y arrastre con él a los barcos   the ships and idols with him.  You,   

y a los ídolos en su naufragio. who are neither Aztec nor Spaniard,  

Tú, que ya no eres Azteca ni   will inherit this land: Teotlalli.  

Español, heredarás esta tierra:   The seed that shall     

Teotlalli. En esta tierra de dioses   nourish your descendants   

se sembrará la semilla que nutrirá  will be sown in this land of gods.   

a tu descendencia. Tu música los acogerá Your music will embrace them   

y les dará vida.     and give them life.    

 

Aprende a aceptar la belleza   Learn to accept the beauty of dawn   

de la aurora en éste horizonte   in this horizon that is yours,    

que es tuyo, antes de adornarte before taking on glory that is not your  

con una gloria ajena. Tu canto own. Your song will no longer be    

ya no será Nahuatl ni Español.  Nahuatl or Spanish. From your melody, 
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De esta melodía surgirá el   the new Mexican sun will rise. 

nuevo sol Mexicano.    

Overview of Form in First Movement 

The first movement, “Ferial” [Parade], refers to a common religious procession with a 

street parade in central Mexico. Ferial is represented with folk-like tunes and rhythms combined 

with western European textures. Elizondo presents a paraphrase of the opening of Sinfonía India 

by Carlos Chávez at both the beginning and end of this movement. Elizondo states that he tried 

to imitate composers prior to the Revolution, who wrote in the European solon-music style and 

incorporated folk music elements in their compositions. For example, the waltz in the middle of 

this movement that also refers European salon music popular in Mexico during the first half of 

the twentieth century. This waltz is combined with a joyful and festive opening theme that comes 

back in varied forms. Thus, Ferial is a juxtaposition of western European music influences and 

the colors, textures, and rhythms present in Chávez’s Sinfonía india that allude to Mexican 

indigenous music. Table 5 represents the overall form of the first movement.  

Measures Main Sections Subdivisions  Main Keys Main themes  

mm. 1-7 Introduction   E-flat major Sinfonía india 

mm. 8-25 A A’ E-flat major Festive theme 

mm. 26-59 B B’ C minor/E-flat 

major 

 

mm. 60-106 C C’ C minor Waltz 

mm. 106-127 Introduction and 

A 

 E-flat major Sinfonía india 

and Festive 

theme 
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mm. 137-144 A’ Coda E-flat major/ C 

major 

Festive theme 

Table 5 Elizondo's Ferial, Main Form. 

 

Elizondo paraphrases Chávez’s rhythmic introduction with spiccato and pizzicato notes in 

the strings as well as short and accented notes in the piano. He employs meter shifts from 5/8 to 

3/4 to 6/8 to 4/4 and reinforces metrical shifts with accented eighth notes in the strings. After 

this, the flute intones a lively and bright festive theme in E-flat major in a duple meter that 

switches from 6/8 to 2/4 every measure. This flute melody comes back towards the end of this 

movement (Fig. 15).  

 

Figure 15 Elizondo, Estampas mexicanas, I. Ferial, mm. 8-11. 

Section B is in C minor and the flute part has more grace notes, glissandos, and 

ornamentations that create a more lyrical and virtuosic melody. The flute part is also in the third 

and fourth registers, while the strings and piano accompaniment continue with light and short 

eighth notes. Section B leads to the waltz in the middle of the movement (m. 60). The waltz, 

marked as reverent, has espressivo marks in the flute part while the strings have staccato, 

leggiero, and lyrical expression marks under the flute melody. The flute ascends to the highest C 

possible in the flute (C7) in the melody, creating a climatic expression point. This smooth waltz 

melody in the flute is transferred to the strings (m. 82) while the flute accompanies with eighth 
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notes in the low register. Elizondo’s waltz theme is in 3/4 that switches to 2/4 and 6/8 in the 

middle of phrases (Fig. 16).  

 

Figure 16 Elizondo, Estampas mexicanas, I. Ferial, mm. 60-67. 

Elizondo places the paraphrased rhythmic introduction in the flute, strings, and piano in 

the return of A in m. 106. Then, in m. 113, the strings play the festive with a broad, strong, and 

bright indication while the flute plays an eighth notes accented patterned accompaniment. In m. 

129, Elizondo repeats the festive movement in the flute, but it is placed a fourth higher and ends 

in C major on the last two chords of the movement. The ensuing coda surprises the listener with 

variations of the introduction and festive theme that ends with a “stomp” indication for the string 

instruments. This last indication is a physical and sonic gesture that represents a rhythmic sound 

of festivity.  

Overview of Form in the Third Movement 

The third movement, “Teotlalli” [Land of Gods] has an emphasis on traditional Mexican 

folk music, specifically that of mariachi band combined with western European music elements. 

Elizondo states that the original juxtaposition of European and native Mexican musical elements 

in the first movement returns in the last movement, but not in a subordinate manner. Instead, 
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Elizondo seeks to imitate the early twentieth-century composers who did not exclusively 

compose in either European or purely indigenous Mexican styles, but who used folk music as a 

foundation for their European-influenced compositions.67 Elizondo presents rhythmic elements 

from mariachi music as a Mexican folk element with a western European tonal harmony as he 

seeks to emulate the son tapatío.68 Table 6 illustrates the main sections of the third movement.  

Measures Main Sections Subdivisions Main Keys Characteristics 

mm. 1-16 A A’ D minor Folk-like 

melody 

mm. 17-32 B B’ D minor Lyrical melody 

mm. 33-48 A A’ D minor Folk-like 

melody 

mm. 49-80 Transition  C Augmented 

chord, D tonal 

center 

Ambiguous 

harmony, 

dissonances  

mm. 81-128 C a, b D major Mariachi theme 

mm.129-144 C a D major Mariachi theme 

mm. 145-164 Coda  D major  

Table 6 Music Form in Teotlalli. 

 

The third movement portrays a festive tone with folk-like melodies that lead to a 

mariachi theme section in the second half of the movement. The form is in ABA’C where 

section A contrasts with section B in character before moving to the mariachi music in part C. 

 
67 José Elizondo, interview by Ammi Yared López Rodríguez, December 24, 2021.  

68 See page 15 for more information on son tapatío. 
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The movement begins in D minor but moves to D major at the mariachi section, making it sound 

merry and joyful in character. Compared to the first movement, “Teotlalli” does not have a piano 

part; instead, it features only the flute with string orchestra accompaniment, making this 

orchestration more like chamber music. The flute leads with an eight-measure phrase that repeats 

twice under accented eighth notes in the strings. Elizondo alternates between 6/8 to 3/4 every 

measure, which alternates the accented patterns of the eighth notes in the strings’ ostinato pattern 

(Fig. 17).  

 

Figure 17 Elizondo, Estampas mexicanas, III. Teotlalli, mm. 1-4 

Section B is more lyrical, and the flute melody has longer rhythmic values and 

embellishments. Elizondo marks this section as cantabile with the flute singing over the strings’ 

B-flat major chord before returning to the dominant chord and back to the repetition of section A 

in the tonic key. Once the flute and strings go back to section A’, violins I and II play long half 

and quarter notes to create a louder and more expressive restatement of section A, which did not 
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include violin I and II at the beginning of this movement. Elizondo marks the restatement of A 

with a “bold and pleasant” indication in the score. The strings accompaniment in the B section 

and restatement of A continue the short and light eighth note pattern with accents every three in 

the 6/8 meter and every two in the 3/4 meter (Fig. 18). 

 

Figure 18 Elizondo, Estampas mexicanas, III. Teotlalli, mm. 17-22. 

There is a transition section in which there are more dissonances in the melody and the 

harmony is ambiguous. The strings intone a prominent C augmented chord (m. 49) while the 

flute has silence for 16 measures. This section has an apprensivo e ostinato expressive mark and 

remains in 6/8 time. The stability in tempo meters while retaining dissonances in the string 

instruments, make this section stand out. The flute entrance is marked “heroic and energetic,” 

while the accidentals keep this section in an ambiguous harmony. The upper strings play 

tremolos when the flute plays the transition melodies that continue to create tension (Fig. 19).  



 

 

74 

 

 

Figure 19 Elizondo, Estampas mexicanas, III. Teotlalli, mm. 49-71. 

The mariachi theme begins in section C. It is marked allegro, and it has a contrasting 

joyful character. Elizondo creates a festive character with D major tonality and a ff dynamic. The 

mariachi theme is a simple melody placed in the flute part that is intertwined with the upper 

strings’ melody. The lower strings play a pizzicato eighth notes accompaniment. Elizondo 

returns to the change of meters from 6/8 to 3/4, which he uses to place upbeats and a variety of 

rhythms in the flute and strings, especially in the 3/4 meter. The mariachi melodic material 

reappears in the upper strings while the flute and lower strings repeat the melody (Fig. 20). After 

that, there is a third melodic material that has longer, and slurred rhythmic values. The melodic 

material from this allegro is repeated at m. 129, and it appears in the coda with a D augmented 

chord before it closes on a loud and proud D major chord.  
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Figure 20 Elizondo, Estampas mexicanas, III. Teotlalli, mm. 81-91. 

Observations 

The version of Estampas mexicanas for flute and string orchestra is a representation of 

Mexican folk tunes with western European forms, styles, and simple melodies. The poem 

attached to the piece is a separate work of art that relates to the music composition but did not 

influence the composer’s musical ideas or musical form. Karina Meléndez wrote the poem in 

response to hearing the music composition and her poem is not intended to guide the listener or 

the performer to better understand the music. Elizondo paraphrases Sinfonía India by Carlos 

Chávez as an intention to imitate Mexican composers prior to the Revolution. In Ferial, first 

movement, Elizondo also seeks to imitate the festive and joyful sound of parades. However, in 

the third movement, Teotlalli, Elizondo seeks to imitate Mexican composers from that early 20th 

century that took folk Mexican music as the basis for their music compositions instead of 

imitating just European music or attempting to imitate ancient indigenous Mexican music. 

Therefore, the mariachi music band melodies and rhythms represent Elizondo’s intentions to 

imitate folk Mexican music.  
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Elizondo states that the flute part in Estampas mexicanas is not a virtuosic piece, but the 

flute has the protagonist role with the string orchestra in partnership. He also advises the 

orchestra musicians and flute players to master the meter changes, especially in Teotlalli where 

there are meter changes between 6/8 and 3/4 every measure. Furthermore, Elizondo emphasizes 

the importance of playing both movements, Ferial and Teotlalli with a festive, light, flowing and 

joyful character.  
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CHAPTER 5 XIBALBÁ (UNDERWORLD) BY RODRIGO ACEVEDO TRABA 

Composer’s Bio 

Rodrigo Acevedo Traba (Mexico City, 1992) is a researcher, pianist, and composer. He 

began his musical training with his grandfather, Timoteo Traba, who served as a bassoonist of 

the Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional. Acevedo studied composition and chamber music at the 

Universidad Nacional Autónoma de Mexico. As a recipient of the Fondation Turquois 

scholarship, Acevedo also studied music at the Académie Rainier III (Academy of Music and 

Theater), in Monaco. He attended the Summer Academy “Across Bridges Piano” in Valencia, 

Spain, and he recorded his CD La obra integral para piano de José Pomar (2019) (The Integral 

Piano Work by José Pomar), which includes piano works by the Mexican composer José Pomar 

(1880-1961). Acevedo has composed pieces for solo piano or harpsichord and chamber music 

works for violin, flute, bassoon, trumpet, trombone, and voice. His first work for flute and piano, 

Sonata I for flute and piano in F Major, was dedicated to Mexican flutist Aida Nateras (b.1992), 

and it was premiered at Alcázar del Castillo de Chapultepéc on June 28, 2014. His second flute 

and piano work, Xibalbá, Fantasy for Flute and Piano (2016), was commissioned by Mexican 

flutist Andrea Selina Contreras Herrera (2015), and it was premiered at the Teatro del Estado de 

Xalapa on September 8, 2016. The first recording was made by the flutist Ana Emilia Castañeda 

on March 13, 2021. Acevedo currently serves as a piano professor and accompanist at the 

Universidad Panamericana in Mexico City.
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Text Translation and Context 

 Xibalbá is a programmatic piece, based on a passage from the Popol Vuh.69 Acevedo uses 

a portion of the narrative, which describes the stories of the twins Hunahpú and Ixbalamké in 

Xibalbá (the Mayan underworld), which is governed by the Ajawab, who seek to kill the twins 

because of the anger they have for the twins playing near their territory. The twins leave their 

grandmother’s house, but before doing so, they harvest some sugar cane for her as an indication 

of their status. If the sugar cane became arid, the twins died, but if the sugar cane flourished, they 

were still alive. The Ajawab invite the twins to play several ball games, but Hunahpú is beheaded 

in the fifth game. Ixbalamké takes back his brother’s head and puts it on a turtle body. The 

Ajawab built a stake to kill the twins, but they were revived after their ground bones are thrown 

into the river. The twins reappeared as half-man, half-fish that dance and destroy animals and 

people, but they brought their victims back to life after killing them. Eventually, the twins kill 

the Ajawab, but choose not to revive them so that they overcome the oppression of the Ajawab 

with this final act. The twins’ grandmother cries because the sugar cane became arid, but then 

she sees how the cane grows again, representing the twins’ ascent to heaven as the sun and the 

moon. Acevedo in his rendition of Xibalbá, writes themes for the main characters and includes 

portions of the text withing the score. Acevedo places this narrative throughout the piece and 

recommends a narrator speaking the text along with the music or a screen that portrays the text 

while the musicians play.  

 
69 See first chapter for reference to Popol Vuh (p. 1).  
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Acevedo mentions that he sought to imitate Franz Liszt, Piano Sonata in B minor, which 

represents characters and actions from a narrative. Acevedo was also influenced by Olivier 

Messiaen’s Catalogue d’oiseaux [Catalogue of Birds] and Vingt Regards sur l’enfant-Jésus 

[Twenty Visions of the Infant Jesus], which had chords that represent sound colors (quasi 

clusters) and texts attached to the music. Furthermore, Acevedo was inspired by José Yves 

Limantour’s arrangement of Silvestre Revueltas’ La noche de los mayas [Night of the Mayas]. 

This suite and Xibalbá have parallelisms such as the dance from the Xibalbá’s third movement 

and the theme and variations in Revueltas’ suite.  

The text narrative is translated from Spanish to English.70 

Spanish       English 

Movimiento I      Movement I 

Huhahpú e Ixbalamké fueron a despedirse               Hunahpú and Ixbalamké visited their 

de su abuela. Sembraron unas cañas en el   grandmother to say goodbye. They 

patio de su casa y se encaminaron    sowed some sugar cane in her backyard 

a Xibalbá. Bajaron rápidamente   and they headed to Xibalbá.  

las empinadas y las barrancas.    They walked quickly down steep cliffs. 

Pasaron por un rio      They crossed a river of rot…  

 
70 Translation by the author.  
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de podredumbre…y otro de sangre.   …and a river of blood.              

Al llegar a la encrucijada de los cuatro  When they reached to the four-way 

caminos…      crossroad…     

…enviaron desde allí a Xan, el mosquito…  …they sent Xan, the mosquito… 

…para averiguar el nombre de los Ajawab  …to find out the names of the Ajawab. 

al picarles el mosquito…    When the mosquito bit them… 

…los Ajawab revelaron sus nombres  …the Ajawab revealed their own names 

regresó Xan, el mosquito….    Xan, the mosquito, went back… 

Y repitió los nombres a los muchachos  …and it repeated the Ajawab’s names 

ellos fueron a donde los Ajawab…   to Hunahpú and Ixbalamké. 

They went to the Ajawab… 

…y los nombraron uno por uno a todos  … and named them one by one 

-Siéntense aquí -les dijeron los Ajawab  -Sit down here -said the Ajawab 

-No, ésto es una piedra ardiente   -No, this is a hot stone   

-les contestaron.     -the twins replied. 

-Está bien, entonces vallan a aquella casa  -All right, then, go to that house              

-ordenaron los Ajawab.    -said the Ajawab. 
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Entonces, entraron a la casa oscura… So, Hunahpú and Ixbalamké went to the dark 

house… 

Les llevaron dos cigarros y dos ocotes   The Ajawab brought them two  

encendidos…que habrían de regresar  cigarettes and two lit pieces of pine  

enteros y encendidos…    wood…These would have to be  

Los muchachos usaron dos plumas…  returned whole and still on fire…          

y dos luciérnagas…para fingir    The boys used two feathers and 

que no se apagaronen toda la noche.   two fireflies to pretend that the fire  

burned through the night. 

Los Ajawab quedaron muy admirados…  The Ajawab were amazed… 

…y los invitaron a jugar a la pelota … and they invited Hunahpú and Ixbalamké 

to play the ballgame.  

Luego de perder, los Ajawab les propusieron: The Ajawab lost the game, so they        

-Llenen estas cuatro jícaras de flores.  proposed to the twins: -Fill these four  

Fueron los muchachos a la casa de   jars with flowers. Hunahpú and            

las navajas…pero escaparon ilesos   Ixbalamké went to the knives’ house… 

…but they escaped unharmed. 

Llamaron a las hormigas para que cortaran   They asked ants to cut the flowers 
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las flores. Así, los muchachos trajeron las   So, they brought the flower filled jars  

jícaras llenas de flores. Los Awajab regañaron with them. The Ajawab yelled at the  

a los guardias de las flores…    flower’s guardian… 

… y les rasgaron la boca.    …and ripped apart their mouths. 

Nuevamente jugaron a la pelota con los dos  Again, they played a ballgame with 

muchachos. Entraron en la casa del frío…  Hunahpú and Ixbalamké. The twins …. 

y lo combatieron con fuego.    went to the cold house... they used fire 

Los muchachos amanecieron sanos.   to fight the cold. In the morning, the  

Los de Xibalbá se admiraban,   boys were fine. People from Xibalbá 

mandaron a los genemlos a la casa   were astonished! They sent the twins 

de los jaguares.     to the jaguars’ house.  

Ellos les arrojaron unos huesos a los animales… They threw bones to the animals… 

…y así no murieron.     …and so, did not die. 

Había asombro entre los de Xibalbá   People from Xibalbá were surprised. 

los gemelos entraron a la casa del fuego…  The twins went to the fire’s house… 

…pero no se quemaron    …but they did not burn. 

al día siguiente, fueron a la casa de los  The next day, they went to the bats’ 

murciélagos…      house… 
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donde había muchos de ellos.   …where there were many bats!.  

Los murciélagos revolotearon toda la noche. The bats flew through the night. 

Huhahpú se asomó para ver si ya había  Hunahpú checked to see if the sun was 

amanecido, pero Camazotz…   rising, but Camazotz… 

…¡lo decapitó!.     …beheaded him!. 

La cabeza de Hunahpú fué colgada en el   Hunahpú’s head was on a post at the  

juego de pelota.     ballgame.  

Movimiento II      Movement II 

Ixbalamké llamó a los animales,   Ixbalamké summoned the animals, 

la tortuga llegó tambaleándose…   the turtle staggered over… 

…y tomó la forma de la cabeza de Hunahpú. …and took the shape of Hunahpú’s head 

Labraron su sonrisa…    Ixbalamké carved Hunahpú’s smile… 

…y sus ojos.      …and his eyes on the shell. 

Entonces, la cabeza comenzó a hablar.  Then, the head started to speak. 

Viendo que amanecía, se le ordenó al   As down broke, they asked the vulture 

zopilote cubrir la luz con sus alas cuatro veces. to beat his wings four times to block the  

En la mañana, los dos muchachos ya estaban  morning light…By sunrise, the two  

sanos. Los muchachos bajaron a jugar   boys were healthy again. 
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a la pelota.       The boys went to play the ballgame. 

Los Ajawab provocaron a Ixbalamké.  The Ajawab provoked Ixbalamké 

Ixbalamké pateó la pelota…    and he hit the ball… 

…la cual cayó junto a un conejo que salió  …it fell next to a rabbit who ran away. 

corriendo. Los Ajawab pensaron que era  The Ajawab thought the rabbit was  

la pelota…      the ball… 

y corrieron tras él     …so they ran after it. 

Ixbalamké quedó solo,    Ixbalamké was left alone, 

tomó la cabeza de Hunahpú…   he took Hunahpú’s head… 

…y la colocó en su cuerpo…    …and he put it back on Hunahpú’s  

dejando en el atrio a la torguga.   body…and left the turtle in the atrium. 

Los Ajawab estaban impresionados,   The Ajawab were stunned, 

en ninguno de los tormentos del Xibalbá   the twins did not die from any of  

murieron los gemelos.    Xibalbá’s torments. 

Finalmente, los muchachos fueron llamados  Finally, the boys were called         

a la hoguera…      to the stake… 

…y ahí los matarían;     …where they would be killed. 
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Se pusieron uno frente al otro…   They stood next to each other… 

…extendieron sus brazos…    They extended their arms… 

…y se precipitaron en la hoguera.   …and they fell on the stake. 

Molieron sus huesos y los arrojaron al rio. The Ajawab ground their bones to dust and 

threw them into the river. 

Movimiento III      Movement III 

Al quinto día…     On the fifth day… 

…emergieron del río como hombres-peces. …the boys emerged from the river as  

half-men and half-fish. 

Y al día siguiente, aparecieron como dos   And the next day, they showed up as 

hombres sucios, pobres y harapientos,  two poor, dirty and ragged men,  

hacían distintos bailes     they did different dances, 

quemaban casas y luego las rehacían   they burnt houses and rebuilt them… 

…se despedazaban y luego revivían.   …they died and came back to life. 

Los de Xibalbá miraban esto con asombro… The people from Xibalbá looked at them 

astonished… 

…y enviaron traer con halagos a estos  … and tried to lure these enigmatic men 

enigmáticos hombres.     with praise. 
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Los gemelos no querían ir…    The twins refused to go… 

…pero los mensajeros los obligaron…  …but the messengers forced them… 

…y los golpeaban para que caminaran,  …and beat them to make them walk. 

llegaron ante los Ajawab, encogidos   They arrived before the Ajawab,            

y humillados,      shrunken and humiliated. 

entonces empezaron sus cantos y bailes. Then, they started to perform their songs and 

dances. 

Un señor pidió que fuera despedazado  A lord asked that his dog be torn apart. 

su perro. Luego lo revivieron    Then, they brought it back to life. 

- ¡Quemen mi casa! -sugirió otro señor, Burn down my house! -suggested another 

lord,  

y luego la apagaron     and then they extinguished the fire. 

-¡Sacrifiquen a un hombre! -propuso otro señor Sacrifice a man! -proposed another lord 

y luego lo resucitaron     and they resurrected him 

-¡Sacrifiquense ustedes mismos! -propusieron  -Sacrifice yourselves!    

los señores      -proposed the lords, 

y luego, reivieron.     and then, they resurrected themselves. 

Finalmente, los señores pidieron ser sacrificados Finally, the lords asked to be sacrificed, 
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uno a uno, los sacrificaron…    one by one, they were killed… 

…pero ya no los revivieron    …but they were not resurrected, and 

y así fueron vencidos los Ajawab   this is how the Ajawab from Xibalbá  

de Xibalbá.      were defeated. 

Mientras tanto, la abuela lloraba   Meanwhile, the twin’s grandmother was  

a las cañas secas.      crying in front of the dry sugar cane, 

La abuela encendió copal en su memoria.  she lit incense in their memory. 

El corazón de la abuela se alegró al ver retoñar Her heart was overjoyed to see     

las cañas.      the sugar cane grew again. 

Los gemelos subieron, en medio de la luz…  The twins ascended in light… 

…y se elevaron al cielo….    …they rose to the heavens… 

…convirtiéndose en el sol…y la luna.  …and became the sun…and the moon. 

 

First Movement 

Xibalbá is divided into three sections or movements, which Acevedo intended to be 

performed continuously without any pause. The first movement, in B major, is in ABB’ form 

with an introduction, exposition of the first theme, bridge, exposition of the second theme, 

development, and re-development. This differs from sonata form where there is a restatement of 
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the exposition in a concluding recapitulation. Acevedo also writes a theme or motive for each of 

the characters in his fantasy as is characteristic of programmatic music. He introduces these 

motives and themes in the first movement and bring them back throughout the piece. Table 7 

shows the form of the first movement and the motives or themes contained within each section.  

Text Narration Main 

Sections 

Subdivisions and themes Measure 

Numbers 

Hunahpú and Ixbalamké visited 

their grandmother to say 

goodbye and they sowed some 

sugar cane. 

A 1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Hunahpú’s motive 

1.2 Ixbalamké’s motive 

1.3 Grandmother’s theme 

1.4 Sugar cane theme 

1.0 mm. 1-10 

1.1 m. 2 

1.2 m. 2 

1.3 mm. 1-4 

1.4 mm. 5-8 

The twins go to Xibalbá and 

they cross two rivers.   

A 2.0 First theme exposition 

2.1 Ixbalamké’s theme.    

2.2 Hunahpú’s theme. 

2.0 mm. 11-34 

2.1 mm. 12-16 

2.2 mm. 17-21 

The twins sent Xan, the 

mosquito, to figure out the 

name of the Ajawab.  

A 3.0 Bridge 

3.1 Xan’s theme 

3.0 mm. 35-52 

3.1 mm. 35-37 

The Ajawab revealed their 

names, and the twins called 

their names when they arrived 

to Xibalbá. 

A 4.0 Second theme exposition 

4.1 Ajawab’s theme 

4.0 mm. 53-64 

4.1 mm. 59-60 

The Ajawab dared the twins for 

the first three trials: dark house, 

knife’s house, and cold house. 

B 5.0 Development 

5.1 Ajawab’s theme 

5.2 dark house 

5.3 Ball game theme 

5.4 four flower jars  

5.5 Knives theme 

5.6 Ant theme 

5.7 Cold house theme 

5.8 Fire Theme 

5.0 mm. 65-139 

5.1 mm. 69-72 

5.2 mm. 80-90 

5.3 mm. 92-100 

5.4 mm. 101-102 

5.5 mm. 105-109 

5.6 mm. 110-112 

5.7 mm. 127-130 

5.8 mm. 131-136 

The Ajawab dared the twins for 

three more trials: the Jaguar’s 

House, the Fire’s House, and 

the Bat’s House.  

B’ 6.0 Re-development  

6.1 Jaguar’s house theme 

6.2 Fire’s house theme 

6.3 Bat’s house theme 

6.4 Hunahpú’s theme 

6.5 Ball game theme 

6.0 mm. 140-202 

6.1 mm. 144-150 

6.2 mm. 159-167 

6.3 mm. 173-196 

6.4 mm. 197-200 

6.5 mm. 201-202 

Table 7 Main Sections and Music Themes in Xibalbá, First Movement.  

 



 

 

89 

 

The introduction includes two motives and two themes when the text is referring to 

Hunahpú and Ixbalamké sowing sugar cane and leaving their grandmother’s house. Acevedo 

places the grandmother’s theme in the flute with Aeolian notes (not sound, but air) (Fig. 21). 

This theme comes back in the coda of the last movement with actual flute sounds. In the second 

measure, the piano has the first motive that refers to Hunahpú’s theme in the right hand, while 

the left hand has the motive that refers to Ixbalamké’s theme. Both the flute and the piano play 

the sugar cane theme in mm. 5-7 (Fig. 22). 

 

Figure 21 Acevedo, Xibalbá, First Movement, flute part, mm. 1-3. 

 

Figure 22 Acevedo, Xibalbá, First Movement, flute part, m. 2. 

After the grandmosther’s theme, the flute and piano begin a rhythmic section in 6/8 that 

introduce both Hunahapú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes, which the composer considers as the 

exposition of the first section. Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes are rhythmic with short 

sixteenth notes and syncopations (Fig. 23 and Fig. 24).  
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Figure 23 Acevedo, Xibalbá, First Movement, mm. 17-18, Ixbalamké's theme. 

 

Figure 24 Acevedo, Xibalbá, First Movement, mm. 19-21, Hunahpú's theme. 

The motion of the twins’ themes indicates their progress towards Xibalbá, and the descent of the 

flute line by a major seventh minor as their walking down a steep cliff. Acevedo uses the change 

of high to middle or low register in the instruments to represent what the narration is saying. The 

knife’s house is marked with arpeggios with sevenths and thirteenth chords in the piano and the 

highest register notes in the flute. 

The bridge features the theme of Xan, the mosquito followed by the Ajawab’s theme. The 

twins send Xan to find out the Ajawab’s names from the underworld. Because Xan travels down 

to the underworld, Acevedo places Xan’s theme an octave lower in the flute part and gives the 

piano descending melodic lines when the text refers to the downward travel. To further 
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emphasize the world of the dead, Acevedo places tritones in the piano part (m. 35) when Xan is 

tasked to go to the underworld. The exposition of the Ajawabs’ theme is introduced in m. 53 and 

it is developed in m. 65 (Fig. 25). 

 

Figure 25 Acevedo, Xibalbá, First Movement, mm. 59-60, Ajawab’s theme. 

Section B begins its journey with the Ajawab’s theme in the flute and piano; it presents 

the trials of the dark house, the knives’ house, and the cold house. Hunahpú and Ixbalamké go to 

the dark house, where they use feathers, pieces of pine wood, fireflies, and cigarettes to create 

light; Acevedo represents these actions with harmonics and flutter tongue in the flute part. The 

flute introduces the syncopated ball game theme while the piano plays Hunahpú’s theme (right 

hand) and the Ajawab’s theme (left hand) underneath the flute melody. The twins filled four 

flower jars with water, which Acevedo represents with articulated passages of ascending thirds in 

the flute part. (Fig. 26). 

 

Figure 26 Acevedo, Xibalbá, First Movement, mm. 113-115. 
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This theme is developed in the restatement of the development in the bat’s house. Then, the 

twins are asked to go to the knives’ house (mm. 103-124). In this section of the development, the 

flute plays higher and accented notes while the piano plays augmented fourths and seventh 

intervals that allude to the sharp edges of the knives’ (Fig. 27).  

 

Figure 27 Acevedo, Xibalbá, First Movement, mm. 104-107. 

Acevedo uses this theme in the jaguar’s house in the redevelopment section. There are 

ants in this house that are represented with short, soft, and repetitive notes in the piano. Finally, 

the twins go to the cold house, whose theme is represented with sixteenth note tremolos that 

ascend chromatically in the piano part. The twins use fire to protect themselves from the cold 

and the flute plays the fire theme with bisbigliando (bisbigl.) or color trills, which produce trills 

with differences in timbre. This theme comes back in the redevelopment section (Fig. 28).  

 

Figure 28 Acevedo, Xibalbá, First Movement, mm. 131-132, fire theme. 

The redevelopment section has repeated themes from the development section (knives, 

fire, and flowers) in a varied form. The twins go to the jaguar’s house, where Acevedo places the 

knives’ theme in the flute part while the piano has Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes. After 

that, the twins go to the fire’s house, which repeats the fire’s theme previously presented in the 
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cold house with the bisbigliando technique, but in this instance, it is replaced by the flutter 

tongue technique in the redevelopment. Acevedo states that he seeks to imitate La danza del 

fuego [The Fire’s Dance] by Manuel de Falla with his fire theme. The last house, the bat’s house, 

reuses the flowers’ theme. Here, Acevedo places the theme in the flute and then in the piano in 

augmented rhythmic values (Fig. 29).  

 

Figure 29 Figure 29 Acevedo, Xibalbá, First Movement, mm. 190-192. 

Finally, the Ajawab decapitated Hunahpú and used his head to play the ball game. 

Acevedo represents this with Hunahpú’s theme followed by the ball game theme in the flute part. 

Hunahpú’s theme is separated by a sixteenth-note rest and the last two notes descend for two 

octaves to allude to his decapitation (Fig. 30). 
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Figure 30 Acevedo, Xibalbá, First Movement, mm. 196-202, Hunahpú's and ball game theme 

Second Movement 

The second movement contrasts with minor and sorrowful melodies while the text 

narrates the responses of the unexpected and sudden Hunahpú’s decapitation. The movement is 

in F sharp major with an ABA’ form and cadenzas for both flute and piano. After these cadenzas, 

there is a bridge that connects to the third movement after the instrumental cadenzas. Table 8 

lists the main sections with corresponding measure numbers and text narration.  

Text Narration Main Sections Subdivisions and 

Themes 

Measure Numbers 

Ixbalamké builds his 

brother’s head with 

the animal’s help and 

places it on the turtle, 

Cac.  

A 1.0 Part A 

1.1 Ixbalamké’s 

theme 

1.2 Turtle’s theme 

1.3 Hunahpú’s theme 

1.0 mm. 203-225 

1.1 mm. 3-6  

 

1.2 mm. 110-112 

1.3 mm.213-225 

Ixbalamké asks 

C’uch, the vulture, to 

extend his wings four 

times to block the 

morning light.  

B  

2.0 Vulture’s themes 

 

 

2.0 mm. 226-233 

 

 

Ixbalamké finishes to 

shape Hunahpú’s 

head.  

A’ 3.0 Ixbalamké’s 

theme. 

3.0 mm. 234-240 
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The Ajawab dared 

the twins to play a 

ball game and 

Ixbalamké takes back 

Hunahpú’s head.  

Flute cadenza 4.0 Cadenza 

4.1 Ball theme 

4.2 The Ajawab’s 

theme. 

4.3 Ixbalamké’s 

4.4 Rabbit’s theme 

4.5 Ajawab’s theme 

4.6 Ixbalamké’s 

theme 

4.7 Hunahpú’s theme. 

4.8 Turtle’s theme 

4.9 Ajawab’s theme 

4.0 mm. 241-294 

4.1 mm. 245-253 

4.2 mm. 253-260 

 

4.3 mm. 260-265 

4.4 mm. 263-264 

4.5 mm. 265-272 

4.6 mm. 273-277 

 

4.7 mm. 278-284 

4.8 mm. 285-289 

4.9 mm. 290-294 

The Ajawab send the 

twins to the stake.  

Piano cadenza 5.0 Cadenza 

5.1 Ajawab’s theme 

5.2 Fire theme 

5.3 Ixbalamké’s and 

Hunahpú’s motives. 

5.0 mm. 295-316 

5.1 mm. 295-316 

5.2 mm. 302-308 

5.3 mm. 308-309 

The twins’ bones are 

grounded and thrown 

into the river.  

Bridge to the third 

movement. 

6.0 Bridge 6.0 mm. 217-323 

Table 8 Main Sections and Music Themes in Xibalbá, Second Movement. 

 

The piano starts the beginning of the second movement playing the last two tones from 

the previous movement between the flute (A5) and the piano (G-sharp 5), first interspersed with 

rests and then becoming constant eighth notes. Then, the flute plays Ixbalamké’s theme, this time 

varied as a representation of his sadness caused by his brother’s death (Fig. 31).  
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Figure 31 Acevedo, Xibalbá, Second Movement, mm. 4-5, Ixbalamké's theme. 

Then, the turtle staggered over, and the flute plays syncopation figures to represent its 

movement while the piano plays Ixbalamké’s theme in the left hand, after which Ixbalamké 

carves a smile on his brother’s head, depicted by the flute playing Hunahpú’s theme and two 

figures of sixteenth notes in m. 17 that look like a smile (Fig. 32).  

 

Figure 32 Acevedo, Xibalbá, Second Movement, mm. 210-219, Hunapu's and turtle's theme. 

Section B is brief and describes musically the vultures extending their wings to block the 

sun’s light. Acevedo places crescendos in both the flute and piano, then a subito p to represent 

the vultures’ wings being extended and then closed again (Fig. 33). He repeats the vultures’ 

theme four times with the same dynamic marks.  
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Figure 33 Acevedo, Xibalbá, Second Movement, mm. 228-229, vultures’ theme. 

Next comes a sunrise, and the flute plays Ixbalamké’s theme in a ff dynamic. This section 

is considered A’, which precedes the flute and piano cadenzas. The flute cadenza is very 

rhythmic and virtuosic and includes the following themes: ball game, Ixbalamké, Ajawab, and 

the rabbit. This cadenza introduces a new theme, the rabbit’s, to follow the narration as the rabbit 

joins the ball game. In addition, the other themes are varied with ornamental notes and different 

articulations from their precious presentation. These themes describe the narration of the story as 

it presents Ixbalamké building his brother’s head, placing it on the turtle, and playing the ball 

game with the Ajawab and the rabbit. For example, Acevedo writes syncopated eighth notes 

when the text describes the turtle’s walk (mm. 285-286) and follows it with a variation of the 

Ajawab’s theme when the text indicates their amazement. (mm. 290-291) (Fig. 34).  
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Figure 34 Acevedo, Xibalbá, Second Movement, mm. 285-291, turtle's and Ajawab’s themes. 

The piano cadenza has the Ajawab’s theme, the fire theme, Ixbalamké’s theme, and 

Hunahpú’s theme in varied forms. Acevedo writes the Ajawab’s theme as an ostinato bass in the 

left hand of the piano first with dotted quarter notes and then with dotted half notes. The 

narration describes how the twins did not die from any of the torments in Xibalbá. Then, the 

twins are called to go to the stake, where the piano plays the fire’s theme and finally, they stood 

next to each other, extended their arms, and fell on the stake. The piano begins playing 

Ixbalamké’s and Hunahpú’s theme starting with two notes and adding one more of the theme at a 

time, while keeping the previous notes. Then, these notes are played all together as a chord in 

sixteenth notes and as an arpeggiation that arrives at C1 when the twins fall in the stake, then, 

finally, the flute uses air sounds and slap tongued notes to represent the twins’ ground-down 

bones thrown into the river (Fig. 35). 
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Figure 35 Acevedo, Xibalbá, Second Movement, mm. 315-318. 

Third Movement 

The last movement, which returns to the first movement’s key of B major, is in AA’B 

form with a bridge and a final coda. Acevedo states in his interview that the narration 

determinates the form of this movement and indeed of the entire fantasy. This movement repeats 

Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes in various forms with different rhythms, syncopations, 

dissonances and extended techniques. The meter also changes to 10/8, which allows different 

accented patterns that reflect the different dances and games represented in the last part of the 

story. In this movement, the pianists are required to play with their arm and hit many notes at the 

same time. It is highly complex in its rhythms, extended techniques, and technical passages for 

both instrumentalists. Furthermore, there are many accents in the rhythmic patterns and extended 

techniques that represent the different dances. The main themes are the Ajawab’s and the twin’s 
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themes in the flute and piano parts. Table 9 shows an example of the overall form of this 

movement.  

Text Narration Main Section Subdivision and 

Themes 

Measure Numbers 

The twins revived 

and they emerged 

from the river as half 

men, half fish. 

Introduction 1.0 Introduction 

1.1 Hunahpú’s and 

Ixbalamké’s themes.  

1.0 mm. 323-335 

1.1 mm. 327-335 

The twin’s ritual and 

dances. They kill 

people and animals 

but revived them 

afterwards.  

A 2.0 Section A 

2.1 Hunahpú’s and 

Ixbalamké’s theme. 

2.2 The twin’s theme 

and Ajawab’s theme. 

 

2.0 mm. 335-351 

2.1 mm. 338-347 

 

2.2 mm. 348-351 

The Ajawab request 

to see the twins 

because they heard 

about their ritual. 

A’ 3.0 Section A’ 

3.1 Hunahpú’s and 

Ixbalamké’s themes 

3.2 Messenger’s 

theme 

3.3 Hunahpú’s and 

Ixbalamké’s themes 

(inverted) 

3.0 mm. 352-368 

3.1 mm. 352-359 

 

3.2 mm. 357-364 

 

3.3 mm. 365-368 

Dance and final act of 

the twins. 

B 4.0 Section B 

4.1 Huhnapú’s and 

Ixbalamké’s themes 

4.2 Dog’s theme 

4.3 Resurrection 

theme 

4.4 Fire theme  

 

4.0 mm. 369-403 

4.1 mm. 369-380 

 

4.2 mm. 370-373 

4.3 mm. 374-376 

 

4.4 mm. 377-384 

The twins’ triumph 

over the Ajawab.  

Bridge 5.0 Bridge 

5.1 Ixbalamké’s and 

Hunahpú’s themes 

5.2 Ajawab’s theme 

5.0 mm. 404-408 

5.1 mm. 397-404 

 

5.2 mm. 404-408 

The grandmother’s 

sadness and joy. The 

twins ascend to 

heaven and 

conversion of them as 

the moon and sun.  

Coda 6.0 Coda 

6.1 Sugar cane theme 

6.2 Ixbalamké’s and 

Hunahpú’s themes 

6.0 mm. 409-449 

6.1 mm. 409-433 

6.2 mm. 433-449. 

Table 9 Main Sections and Music Themes in Xibalbá, Third Movement. 
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The third movement’s introduction starts with the description of the twins emerging as 

half-men, half-fish from the river after the fifth day. Acevedo plays figures of five notes in the 

piano part while the flute plays a melody built from fifths that is repeated five times. This 

melodic material is also present in the flute part of the first movement (mm. 197-199). Then, the 

flute plays Huhnapú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes in augmented rhythmic figures while the piano 

keeps the five note figures as an accompaniment.  

Section A starts with a re-exposition of the twin’s themes in 10/8 time. There are three 

different lines in this section: the flute’s, the right hand’s, and left hand’s lines in the piano. 

Acevedo says in his interview that each line is independent from each other. The text says how 

the twins were revived as poor and dirty ragged men who performed different dances. The flute 

has Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes in accented eighth notes with slap tonguing technique 

while the piano has the same theme, but this time is with two minor seconds underneath the main 

melody to create tension. Next, the twins start to burn houses and kill people; in this section, the 

flute plays third register harmonic notes with glissandos, while the piano also has glissandos in 

the left hand to represent the people’s screams before dying. The piano plays Ixbalamké’s and 

Hunahpú’s themes in the right hand, while the left hand plays the Ajawab’s theme.  

Section A’ represents the text narration about how the Ajawab send messengers to bring 

the twins to them. The messenger’s theme is represented in the flute with sixteenth- and eighth-

note melodies while the piano plays accented chords in the last eighth notes and eighth note 

downbeats on each measure (mm. 360-364) to describe the messenger’s hitting the twins. In this 

section, the Ajawab are shrunken and humiliated. Acevedo places Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s 
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motives (mm. 365-367) in the flute, but this time they are inverted to describe the condition of 

the Ajawab.  

The B section starts with prestissimo and introduces the dog’s theme, the fire’s theme, 

Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes, and the resurrection theme. The piano plays Hunahpú’s and 

Ixbalamké’s themes in duple and triple eight-notes patterns every four measures (mm. 369-374) 

while the flute plays grace notes to notes in the third register and glissandos to represent the 

dog’s barking as the twins kill it (mm. 371-373) (Fig. 36). After the twins kill the dog, they 

revived it, as shown by the flute playing the resurrection theme in m. 374. Additionally, starting 

in m. 373, the piano uses a technique where the performer plays as many notes as possible with 

the arm (m. 373). 

 

Figure 36 Acevedo, Xibalbá, Third Movement, mm. 369-374. 
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After these climactic occurrences, the twins proceed to burn a house and the flute plays 

the fire theme, this time with sixteenth and eighth notes. In this last section of the movement, 

Acevedo uses eight-measure phrases for each of the story’s themes or events. However, he uses 

only two measures when the text describes the Ajawab asking the twins to sacrifice themselves. 

The music thus presents Hunahpú’s theme in the flute and Ixbalamké’s theme in the piano for 

two measures. Finally, the Ajawab asked the twins to sacrifice the Ajawab, and the twins killed 

them. This time, the twins do not revive the Ajawab and declare victory over them. The piano 

part has the extended technique with the arm as well as dissonances both in the flute and piano. 

The flute’s accented eighth notes play Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes in the third and fourth 

registers until they arrive to the tragico (tragic) section. The text narrates the Ajawab’s defeat by 

the twins and the flute intones sustained trills while the piano plays the Ajawab’s theme.  

The coda features the sugar cane theme as well as Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes in 

various forms. The flute plays the sugar cane theme with the slap tongue technique to represent 

the sugar canes’ dryness. Then, they return to life and the flute plays the theme with regular 

notes. When the twins ascend to the light, the flute plays the sugar cane theme in the third and 

fourth octaves while the piano plays Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes in sixteenth notes. After 

that, the piano and flute exchange their themes: the piano plays the sugar cane’s theme, and the 

flute plays Huhnapú’s and Ixbalamké’s themes. The text says that they rose to the heavens with 

the flute playing Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s motives moving higher by the interval of the fifth. 

The text ends with the twins becoming the sun and the moon. Acevedo places Hunhapú’s motive 
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notes as a chord in the piano when the text says sun and Ixbalamké’s motive notes as another 

chord when the text says moon (Fig. 37). 

  

Figure 37 Acevedo, Xibalbá, Third Movement, mm. 447-449. 

Observations 

Acevedo’s Xibalbá is a programmatic piece that demands from the musicians and 

narrator a thorough comprehension of the text’s meaning and its musical representation to 

accurately play the harmonies, rhythms, extended techniques, and motives in this fantasy, which 

makes this piece innovative in the chamber music repertoire for flute. Furthermore, the 

collaboration between the musicians and the narrator is active as it requires that the performers 

make appropriate musical pauses for the narration’s declamation. Acevedo uses a modern 

language with extended techniques in a traditional piece that refers to the pre-Hispanic Mayan 

culture. This combination of elements place Xibalbá as a unique piece in the contemporary flute 

repertoire of Mexican living composers.
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CHAPTER 6 CONCLUSIONS 

Rojas están las aguas is a piece that helps flutist and violist to expand their skill with 

extended techniques. The singer has to breathe and sing with various forms and techniques such 

as breathing with noise or producing a scream. This atonal piece is ideal for graduate level 

college students who are seeking to expand their contemporary music repertoire or for 

professional musicians seeking to perform contemporary pieces that represent elements of the 

culture and history of Mexico.  

Xochiatl offers flute players the opportunity to blend their flute sound with a voice range 

close to the flute’s middle and high registers. The singer is required to sing in Nahuatl, which 

requires studying a language that is less common in the Western European canon. This piece is 

for intermediate level flutists that want to expand their contemporary repertoire for voice and 

piano with some non-traditional language and sounds.  

Estampas mexicanas provides intermediate to advanced flute players the opportunity to 

play a piece with chamber orchestra. The tonal and melodic piece provides both lyrical and 

syncopated melodies. The poem serves as a separate work of art, but it gives a historical context 

of the history of pre-Hispanic civilizations in Mexico and other Latin American countries. 

Musicians will be able to better express the third movement by recognizing Chavez’ Sinfonia 

india in the introduction of the third movement
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Xibalbá is a creative and innovative piece that allows musicians to work with a narrator 

who communicates the story while the music is being performed. The connection between text 

and music in this piece is significant, and the understanding of the text meaning and historical 

context is of great help for the performers. Acevedo’s language for the piano and flute requires a 

high level of technique in order to properly perform the piece. It is ideal for advanced 

undergraduate or graduate college students. It is also recommended for professional flutists who 

want to expand their contemporary repertoire with associations to pre-Hispanic civilizations. 

Table 10 compares the four pieces.  

Musical Piece Rojas están las 

aguas by Germán 

Romero 

Xochiatl by Diana 

Syrse 

Estampas 

mexicanas by 

José Elizondo 

Xibalbá by 

Rodrigo Acevedo 

Traba 

Instrumentation Soprano, flute, 

viola, harp 

Mezzo-soprano, 

flute, and piano 

Flute, string 

orchestra, and 

piano 

Flute, piano, and 

narrator 

Text setting Poem in Spanish 

in the soprano part 

Poem in Nahuatl 

in the mezzo-

soprano part 

The poem is an 

artwork 

independent 

from the music 

score  

The text is placed 

in the narrator’s 

part. Flute and 

piano have the 

text inserted in 

their parts as well 

Tonal or atonal Atonal Atonal Tonal Tonal 

Extended 

Techniques 

Extended 

techniques in flute, 

viola, and voice 

Just one extended 

technique in the 

flute part 

No extended 

techniques 

Flute and piano 

have extended 

techniques 

Level of 

Difficulty 

Advanced Intermediate Intermediate to 

Advanced  

Advanced 

Table 10 Comparison of the Four Flute Pieces 
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Studying these pieces helps to promote repertoire by living Mexican composers who 

incorporate a variety of music elements and literary texts. The particular interest in pieces that 

contain a narrative related to Mexican history or pre-Hispanic cultures helps musicians and 

researchers to better understand cultural and historical aspects of the Mexico through 

contemporary pieces. Researching the development of the flute and its repertoire in Mexico and 

other Latin American countries can help diversify and enrich the repertoire available to flute 

players. There are many living composers in México who are currently writing pieces for flute, 

but the accessibility to their compositions is limited because of a lack of publishers to make their 

scores commercially available. However, there are some musicians working to create publishing 

opportunities to promote Latin American living composers. For example, LaFi Publishers, Ltd. 

was created to promote Latin American contemporary music, visual arts, and literature. 

Additionally, many composers are more than willing to share their compositions with interested 

performers, teachers, and scholars, through websites and personal interactions. 

Future research on living Mexican composers who are expanding the flute repertoire in a 

variety of instrumentations and styles is necessary. Some of these living composers use folk 

music or try to imitate native indigenous music. Therefore, the study of Mexican history is 

needed to orient these pieces in their historical and cultural context. Flutists have a wider 

repertoire outside the western European repertoire that can be explored and studied to develop 

technical and musical expression while learning the cultural and historical elements of the 

musical scores. Research on this contemporary repertoire contributes to the flute as a versatile 

and virtuosic instrument that can be placed in diverse instrument settings, thus ensuring its 

popularity in the future. 
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APPENDICES 

A. INTERVIEW WITH GERMÁN ROMERO 

(Conducted in Spanish, via email, November 11, 2021, and translated by the author.) 

Why did you choose this poem for Rojas están las aguas (Red Waters)? 

I choose poems to include in my musical pieces whenever I read any that inspires me to compose 

musical ideas to represent it. I have never tried to forcely represent a poem with a musical idea. 

When I compose choral music, I always try to place the music under the text’s service in the 

most natural and organic way.  

What compositional techniques do you use in your piece? 

I have never liked to think about “compositional techniques” as they are resources outside 

musical imagination. I don’t use established processes to organize my music (e.g. serial music), 

neither do I use non musical processes to compose (pitch class). I always use aural intution.  

You have mentioned the polyphony of processes for your compositions. Is there any 

relationship between polyphony of processes and rhythmic polyphony in Rojas están las 

aguas? 
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Yes, this process happens in many passages in my piece. You can see that in the most rhythmic 

places of the piece and the expressive moments each instrument displays. For example, the 

harp’s textures are based on a harmonic exploration which represents the space in which the 

protagonist sings; the viola’s extended techniques represent the internal psychological drama; the 

flute’s role is an extention of the vocal line. 

What was your musical intention to use extended techniques in the flute, viola, and voice?  

I intended to give each instrument a sound color that could represent the roles in the 

interpretation of the text.  

What was your intention with the “painful screams” in the soprano part? Did you seek 

unity in the piece while placing one of them in the first verse and the last two in the last 

verse?  

The painful screams are a representation of the narrative content in the two selected poems. The 

future’s uncertanty and agony, the pain casued by the destruction of native indigenous people’s 

world view, and the horror of war. I did not think about unity when I placed one scream in the 

first verse and two in the last one. I thought the last two screams could naturally be placed in the 

last verse to create a climax and a horrendous ending that could not offer an easy escape from the 

emotional situation.  

What advice would you give to the performers about the extended techniuqes and the 

interpretation of this piece?  
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I would say that there is not a difference between “extended techniques” and “normal 

techniques.” Nowadays, instrumentalists use common resources that were “extended techniques” 

in the past. For example, Monteverdi’s tremolo was used to create emotional tension. In 

Monteverdi’s time, it was prohibited to use this technique because of the Renaissance polyphonic 

rules. The stile concitato (agitated style) was a revolutionary idea and a heresy.  

What do you expect from the performers of this piece? 

I expect from performers what any composer would; that any performer takes the interpretation 

of this piece with a committed and professional mindset as if they were approaching a classical 

musical piece from the standard repertoire. 

You have mentioned that you start with a musical idea and then you compose a musical 

piece. Did this happen for Rojas están las aguas (Red Waters)? What was your 

compositional process for this piece?  

Yes, it happened like this for this piece. First, I use a process that allows me to have a first draft 

of the piece without thinking about the details of it. I use a MIDI sequencer to draw the music 

without specifiying the meter, tempo, and other things. I do these things in a second stage. I do 

this to avoid that musical ideas are constrained by technical aspects. 

You have mentioned that you seek freedom in your compositional process. How did you 

seek freedom in your piece for Rojas están las aguas (Red Waters)? 

I prioritize imagination, intuition, and hearing as the basic principles instead of technical tools 

for the compositional process. I also seek a profound knowledge of the history of the music to 
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develop a critical mind when composing; without this element, music would be innocent, naive, 

and without any artistic value.  

Do you plan to compose more flute pieces with themes related to Mexican culture 

 or history? 

Yes, I just finished the opera Guerra de castas de Yucatán ocurrida en el siglo XIX (War of 

Races in the Yucatán During the Nineteenth Century), but it does not have an important role for 

the flute. I am seeking to create music based on life experiences while listening to a sound 

landscape.  

What composer do you admire and is there anything that you are seeking to imitate from 

him or her?  

The composers who have influenced my work are Morton Feldman and Helmut Friedrich 

Lachenmann. I tried to imitate Feldman’s harmonic language. I was influenced by Lachenmann’s 

perspecitve to have a historical and political awareness when composing. I used extended 

techniques in the viola part in Rojas están las aguas that are similar to Lachenmann’s music, but 

his music is no longer an influence for mine.  

What advice would you give to musicians who want to play Rojas están las aguas (Red 

Waters) without haivng information about the history of Mexico? 

The only way is to be informed about the history of Mexico just like we do for any other type of 

art that we have not a context for or that we are not familiar with. Any committed musician 
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would do that. There are not shortcuts when we want to have a deeper musical expression or 

interpretation.  
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B. INTERVIEW WITH DIANA SYRSE 

(Conducted in English, via email, January 15, 2022.) 

Why did you choose the poem by José Luis Alveláis for Xochiatl?  

The poem was chosen by the choreographer Isabel Beteta who commissioned the piece for the 

album “El tiempo recuperado” with other pieces in Nahuatl. She was the first performer of this 

work. 

How did you set music for Nahuatl syllables? It is mostly syllabic, was it purposefully 

because of the Nahuatl language? Did you think about specific ways to express this 

language with rhythms and slurs in the mezzo-soprano part?  

I worked with Isabel at that time. She was studying Nahuatl and her teacher helped us with the 

pronunciation of the piece. I followed the melodic line of the language to write the melodies for 

Xochiatl.  

Xochiatl has an E tonal center, but varies from flats to sharps, did you intend any specific 

mode? It sounds minor in the B section, but the accidentals still go from flats to sharps, did 

you think about it in terms of colors of sound or chords for some words?  

For me it was important to establish a specific color on the sound of the whole piece, that is why 

I chose that tonality that pass to other tonalities throughout the piece. Sometimes I see colors 

when I listen to music so, for me these tonalities have the color blue, white and yellow. 

How did you use each instrument to portray the poem?  
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I see the flute has repetitions of the melody as an echo or to expand the melody, while the piano 

remains in the arpeggiation figures. The flute also has repetitions of the piano melodies.  

Did you assign any specific role to an instrument?  

For me it was important to create the idea of water passing by using the arpeggios on the piano. 

The flute is a melody that complements the voice. The timbre of Isabel’s voice was very rich in 

colors and thick. Although she was not a professional singer, she was able to sing four octaves. 

The color of her voice made a contrast with the flute that is singing mostly on the middle and 

high passages.  

It is in ABA’ form with a coda that assimilates the B section. Did you structure the piece 

based on the poem’s verses? 

Yes, I followed the structure of the poem. 

What advice would you give to a singer that is not familiar with the Nahuatl language to 

sing this piece?  

Study Nahuatl. There are very good apps now that you can even download in your phone. Meet 

someone who speaks Nahuatl and learn from him/her. 

What advice would you give to the performers of Xochiatl?  

Enjoy the piece. Perform more music from Latin American composers. 

Who is your favorite composer and why? Do you seek to imitate her or him?  
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I have many favorite composers like Stravinsky, Bach, Pascal Dusapin, Kaija Saariaho, Ken 

Ueno, Björk…I don´t seek to imitate, I am only inspired by their work, mostly by their ability to 

be brave and be themselves through the process of their creation. I notice the “liberties” they 

took in their time to go out of the box and transform themselves into the artists they are and hope 

I can find my own way to break the mold (whatever that is) in my own way. 

What future do you see for Mexican composers while expanding the repertoire for flute 

and chamber music?  

There are many great composers there like Chávez, Revueltas, Ortíz, Lavista, Estrada, etc, and it 

is important for performers around the world to be familiar with their repertoire and look what 

other composers in Latin America have done with the flute. There is a very interesting Chilean 

composer named Félix Cárdenas Vargas who wrote a book about the contemporary techniques of 

the Quena, Siku and Charango. He composed amazing music combined with a chamber 

orchestra to the flutist Alejandro Escuer who has also played with different types of flutes and 

electronics. Without curiosity from the performers there is no future for Mexican composers that 

are trying to expand the repertoire. Unfortunately, there are not many publishers interested in 

publishing music by Mexican composers since the music business in the classical concert-music 

world is still very Eurocentric and all the performances that are valued are the ones that are in 

Europe or in the US (at least the ones that generates more income from the performances).  

Do you have music projects that are related to the Mexican history, culture, or traditional 

music? 
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Yes, I am composing an opera called Mexico aura that will be premiered at the Humboldt Forum 

in Berlin. This year I am also presenting in a world concert tour another piece that I wrote for 

voice, flutes, death whistles, ocarinas, and electronics for the Trio D´Argent in Paris. I also have 

another opera commission by the Opera Orchestra Montpellier with a libretto by the author 

Carlos Pérez Samano from Mexico City.  

What are you seeking to do in your future compositions? 

Combine sounds that haven´t been combined before or not in a way that I am planning to 

combine them and follow my intellect and my guts. 
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C. INTERVIEW WITH JOSÉ ELIZONDO 

(Conducted in English, via email, December 24, 2022.) 

How did you use the poem in the process of composing the piece? Was it written for the 

music or was it an inspiration to compose the music? Did you seek to represent it 

musically? 

The poem was written after the composition was complete and had already been premiered. The 

poem was inspired by the concepts I had imagined for the music and not the other way around. 

Was the flute and string orchestra version a commission by the flutist Sefika Kutluer?  

No, she didn’t commission it, but I did write that version specially for her. She approached me to 

tell me that she was interested in doing an entire album of my music for orchestra and flute, and 

thus I arranged several of my existing compositions (which were originally for other instrument 

formats). 

From the different versions of Estampas mexicanas (Mexican Vignettes), which one has 

been more difficult to arrange and why? Which one has been the most performed? 

The original version was the most difficult one, because it was my first composition ever for 

orchestra. I was learning absolutely everything from scratch, from notation, how to manage the 

score vs. the parts, how to write for most instruments of the orchestra (I had only written for 

piano before that), how would one attempt to write something that sounded “Mexican,” etc. The 

original version is also the most performed version of this piece. 
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You paraphrased Sinfonía india by Carlos Chávez which represents the rhythms and folk 

tunes from the Aztec’s music and you incorporated a waltz in the first movement to 

represent the European influences. What other music elements did you use to represent 

both the native Mexican and European music elements in Ferial? 

I didn’t want to “represent the rhythms and folk tunes of Aztec music,” since we don’t really 

know what that music sounded like (other than educated extrapolations from the surviving 

instruments, etc).and the first movement of the piece isn’t so much about Aztec music. I was 

inspired by the fascinating metric changes of the opening of Sinfonía india and its rhythmic 

vitality, which evoked images and colors that seemed congruent with an indigenous Mexican 

heritage. But my point wasn’t to evoke Aztec music, but rather a Ferial (a town parade, a 

procession). I was just interested in the festive vitality and “ordered irregularity” (hence the ever-

changing meter that somehow ends up generating a macro pattern that is quite regular throughout 

the movement). The waltz was indeed meant to make reference to the European salon music that 

was so popular in Mexico during the first half of the 20th century (but particularly prior to the 

Mexican Revolution).  

In the third movement, the mariachi band section is a representation of the mestizo sounds 

that emerged because of the Spanish conquest. What other musical elements did you 

incorporate to represent the mestizo sounds as well as European or native Mexican music? 

The mariachi part isn’t about the Spanish conquest. It’s about the synthesis of all the different 

influences that make Mexico what it is, but mostly about its folk roots. I was inspired by the fact 

that in the early twentieth century, Mexican composers were no longer trying to emulate either 
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purely European music or purely “imaginary indigenous music,” but instead started to use folk 

music as a source of inspiration. Folk music that had developed organically in Mexico as a 

synthesis of its people and its history. Thus, some of the influences for folk Mexican music are 

“indigenous,” other are Spanish, but there are many other influences, such as music from other 

places in Europe (Poland, Germany, France, etc.).  

Is the reading of the poem helpful for the listener or intended just for the performer? 

The poem is meant to be a separate work of art that can work together with the composition, but 

it’s not needed by either the listener or the performer in order to enjoy or properly perform the 

music, and it isn’t intended to explain the music either. It takes some inspiration on the imagery 

and narrative of the music, but it also develops its own themes and has its very unique point of 

view.  

Have you composed other flute pieces that incorporate a poem or text? 

Just like with Estampas mexicanas, I have composed other pieces that later are paired with 

poems or that are connected more or less (but never completely) with literary works. The music 

always comes first. Sometimes, it becomes apparent during the composition process that there’s 

a poem that is compatible in spirit with the music (e.g. The Night of the Moon, which is linked in 

inspiration to the poem Mondnacht by Joseph von Eichendorff). Sometimes that happens after 

the composition is done (e.g. The Night Flower, Under the Starry Sky of the Rhine or The 

Triumph of the Noble Knight, which are inspired by other poems by Eichendorff or by the 

legend of the Lorelei –there are many poems and stories written about that legend). And in the 

case of La alborada de la esperanza, several poets are inspired by the music to write poems 
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about it and a couple of those poems have become lyrics for the vocal version of that piece (even 

though the original version is for cello). 

Have you composed other music pieces that have themes related to Mexican history or 

native-indigenous Mexican music? 

Yes, La leyenda del quetzal y la serpiente (Leyend of the Quetzal and the Serpent). 

As a composer, what type of music (orchestral, instrumental, choral) are you most 

interested in writing nowadays?  

My main focus these days is chamber instrumental music. Two instruments I tend to favor in 

many of my compositions are the flute and the cello (not often together). 

What is your compositional process? It is different for each piece. 

I see that you have arranged many of your compositions for flute in a chamber music 

setting and you have an expanded flute repertoire with a variety of instrumentation 

settings. Are you currently working on other flute compositions?  

Yes, I am currently creating a flute quartet version of my most recent composition The Night of 

the Moon, and I just recently wrote a version for string orchestra and flute soloist of The Night 

Flower. 

What advice would you give to flute players and orchestral musicians who want to play 

Estampas mexicanas (Mexican Vignettes)? 

I would first thank them. I’m always grateful to anyone who chooses to perform my music. Some 

of the pointers I would give them are: 
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• Estampas mexicanas is neither a flute concerto nor a showpiece for the flute. Hence, the 

flute part does not require a lot of virtuosity. The flute happens to be the protagonist in 

this version of the piece, but it is a partner to the orchestra.  

• It’s important to master the meter changes and the rhythms of the piece, so that the 

performance can seem absolutely effortless. Teotlalli in particular looks very simple, but 

the feeling of the meter alternates all the time between 6/8 and 3/4 (and not always in the 

same manner for all instruments). Attention should be paid to the beaming of the notes 

for a hint about the metric “feeling” and to the natural flow of the melody in the style of a 

son tapatío. 

• It’s important to imbue the performance of Estampas mexicanas with genuine joy and 

energy. Try to enjoy the piece and allow the music to move you (literally and 

metaphorically). A very static stance and serious demeanor will not be as compatible with 

the desired communication of this piece. The energy of the performance needs to be light, 

flowing, and very joyful. 
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D. INTERVIEW WITH RODRIGO ACEVEDO TRABA 

(Conducted in Spanish, via email, December 20, 2021, and translated by the author.) 

How did you start composing Xibalbá?  

The well-known Mexican flutist Andrea Selina Contreras and I studied at the UNAM in Mexico 

City where both of us played together in a chamber music class taught by Francisco Viesca. In 

the summer of 2015, I met her again and she commissioned to me to write a piece for flute and 

piano that had a mythological theme and the rhythmic complexity of Mexican music. Then I 

proposed a piece with a pre-Hispanic theme from Popol Vuh and she agreed.  

Why did you choose a narrative from Popol Vuh for your piece?  

Andrea Selina and I read the Popol Vuh at school and we knew what it was about. Even though I 

knew that Popol Vuh was not necessarily a Mexican mythological story (It was written by 

anonymous authors from the Quiché-Maya nobility who lived in Guatemala and Mexico was not 

even a nation back then), it is a manuscript that is part of the Mexican literacy, highly valued 

because of the Mayan culture. I thought it might be good idea to have a piece based on an 

interesting and ancient text such as the Popol Vuh.  

Why did you choose to write a programmatic piece?  

I have always liked to represent non-musical things with music since I was a kid. In 2012, I 

played Java Suite (1924-1925), a programmatic piece by Leopold Godowsky (1870-1938) that 

seeks to represent scenes and landscapes from Java. I loved researching this piece and preparing 

it to be performed in Mexico. I also wanted to compose a programmatic piece with a Mexican 
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theme (or pre-Hispanic culture). I was also inspired by Franz Liszt, Sonata for Piano in B minor 

(1853), where every character of the story has a musical theme.  

It was an original idea to have a narrator, how did you think about it?  

Miguel Ángel Villanueva, Andrea Selina’s flute professor, told us that the relationship between 

the text and the music was outstanding and that every person who heard the piece should be 

aware of it. Then, he suggested to have a narrator instead of projecting the text in a screen during 

the performance (it was another possibility, but it was more distracting).  

When was this piece premiered and when was it recorded?  

It was premiered at the Teatro del Estado de Xalapa on September 8, 2016. Andrea Selina 

contacted a friend of her to narrate the text, but we unfortunately did not have time to rehearse 

with her friend. A few days later, we played the piece at her jury exam at the Sala Xochipilli at 

the UNAM and we also performed it at the Palacio del Arzobispado in Mexico City. In the last 

two performances, we worked with the tenor Emilio Gutierrez, who narrated the text with us. 

The well-known Mexican flutist Ana Emilia Castañeda recorded Xibalbá fantasy on March 13, 

2021.  

What techniques of composition did you use in Xibalbá? 

I use traditional processes in my piece. I assigned each character a musical theme with specific 

rhythmic and melodic elements. Then, I developed the main musical themes: the twins 

Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s, and the Ajawab’s (Lords of the Mayan underworld). According to 

the text, I presented the themes with different dynamics, ranges, articulations, rhythmic values, 
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intervals, inversions, augmentations, and diminutions of their original value. I used variation to 

structure the piece.  

When you wrote this fantasy, what was your compositional process?  

The first thing was to read the Popol Vuh and then to represent each character musically. I was 

interested in Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s story and I wanted to represent it. I divided the 

narrative in different sections to structure the piece in different movements or scenes. I thought 

about composing a sonata with two main themes in a sonata allegro form but I did not write any 

musical notation. Then, I played the piano and sought to play every musical theme that 

represented the characters. Finally, I wrote the music themes for each character. I wrote the 

beginning and the end of the piece first. I structured the piece as I worked on each passage 

consecutively.   

Xibalbá is structured based on the narrative. Did you structure it based on the narrative 

before you compose it? 

When I finished Xibalbá, I named it Sonata Xibalbá. Later, my composition Professor Leonardo 

Coral told me that it was freer than a sonata and I decided to name it Xibalbá with fantasy for 

flute and piano as the subtitle.  

This fantasy has many motives, especially Hunahpú’s and Ixbalamké’s, and the Ajawab’s 

are developed many times. What is the most challenging variation of the main themes to 

play for the flute and piano? 

The flute’s extended techniques in the beginning of the piece are difficult, especially going from 

Aeolian sounds to normal sounds. Also, the passage after the piano cadenza in the second 
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movement needs more explanation to be performed correctly. The piano has some passages 

where the high notes need to be well played to phrase the melodic contour. The passage from 

mm. 348-355 is technically difficult for the flute player and it requires coordination with the 

piano because of the complexed rhythms and accents in both the piano and flute parts. In terms 

of musical interpretation, I think it is difficult to find a reasonable tempo in the second 

movement. If it is too slow, it sounds heavy and it loses its magic and beauty.  

Xibalbá has a modern language and extended techniques. What was your intention with the 

extended techniques?  

I heard many avant-garde pieces that had extended techniques during my years as a student. 

When I composed Xibalbá, I wanted to place these extended techniques in a piece that was more 

“traditional.” These extended techniques are valuable tools and they do not have to be linked to 

just avant-garde pieces. I used all the extended techniques in the flute, except the multiphonics 

because of practical reasons.  

The flute and piano cadenzas developed some themes, but they require a high level of 

technique from both instruments. What was your main intention with these cadenzas? 

I wanted that each instrument could show its virtuosity and technique while the narrative was 

told. I wrote a cadenza for the flute and piano because both instruments are protagonists in the 

piece. The piano is not an accompaniment of the flute. Both instruments play together to narrate 

the story.  

Did you write extended techniques in the piano such as the arm technique (m. 389) because 

you are a pianist as well. What was your musical intention with this specific technique? 
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The musical passage that has that technique narrates how the twins kill and destroy humans and 

animals. I wanted the flute and piano to represent the violent and grotesque scene. The flute has 

glissandos, which represent the killing of animals and humans and the notes played with the 

pianist’s arm represent the violent stab.  

After I played Xibalbá, I noticed the piano part is more difficult than the flute part. Did you 

intend it to be like that?  

I honestly wanted both parts to be complex. Andrea Selina asked me to write it challenging for 

the flute. At the end, I did not write as challenging a flute part as I would have liked to. The 

piano part was more difficult than I expected it to be. My measurement of difficulty was that if I 

could play it, any pianist could do it as well.  

Would you like to write other programmatic pieces in the future? 

Of course. I have stopped composing because of a lack of time. Also, I have been working on 

musicology projects, but I want to compose more programmatic pieces related to literature, 

architecture, and paintings.  

Would you like to compose more pieces for flute and other instruments? 

I will do it if I receive commissions to write for flute.  

Do you think that there are more Mexican composers writing pieces with themes related to 

pre-Hispanic cultures or native Mexican indigenous music? 

Concert music from the nineteenth century included themes of Mexican indigenous music. 

Aniceto Ortega (1825-1875) wrote a Tlaxcalteca dance in his opera Guatimotzin (1871). Carlos 
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Chávez included indigenous musical themes in his Sinfonía india (1935-1936) and he created 

music based on the characteristics of indigenous music. Chávez’s style of composition was 

imitated by students Blas Galindo and José Pablo Moncayo. Furthermore, Chávez used pre-

Hispanic themes in his piece Los cuatro soles (1925) and Xochipilli (1942). Also, Pirámide del 

sol (2015) by Juan Pablo Contreras (b. 1987) and Tres poemas de Nezahualcóyotl (2019) by 

Germán Pérez Tort (b. 1994) reflect this attraction to pre-Hispanic themes by Mexican living 

composers.  

Do you consider that there is an audience interested in hearing these pieces in Mexico 

nowadays?  

There is an audience for classical music in Mexico and a smaller audience for Mexican concert 

music. There is even a smaller audience for contemporary Mexican concert music. The smallest 

audience knows about my pieces.  

Do you consider that there are living Mexican composers interested in expanding the flute 

repertoire?  

I think so. I don’t know many flute pieces but there are more Mexican living composers that are 

probably writing pieces for flute. I know that well-known flutists such as Miguel Ángel 

Villanueva and Alejandro Escuer have commissioned many pieces for flute. Sometimes we don’t 

even know the flute pieces written by dead composers nor living composers.  

What advice would you give to musicians who want to play Xibalbá?  
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To be courageous and practice it hard because it is not an easy piece to play. I would also 

recommend that they read the represented story from the Popol Vuh.  
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