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i THE HISTORY

The history of the tango Piazzolla is a fascinating journey that intertwines cultural evolution, musical
innovation, and the personal story of one of Argentina’s most celebrated composers, Astor Piazzolla. The
tango itself has a rich and complex history, originating in the late 19th century within the immigrant
communities of Buenos Aires. Piazzolla's contributions to this genre transformed it from a popular dance
form into a sophisticated art music, bridging the gap between traditional tango and classical compositions.
This article will delve into the origins of the tango, the life and work of Astor Piazzolla, and the lasting

impact he had on this cherished musical genre.

Origins of the Tango

Early Beginnings

The tango originated in the late 1800s in the working-class neighborhoods of Buenos Aires, particularly in

areas like La Boca, San Telmo, and Montserrat. It emerged from a blend of various musical influences,



including:

- African rhythms brought by enslaved people
- European musical traditions from immigrants, particularly from Italy and Spain

- Indigenous sounds from the native populations of Argentina

The dance was initially performed in the milongas, informal dance halls where people gathered to socialize

and dance. It was characterized by its close embrace, intricate footwork, and passionate expression.

Evolution of Dance and Music

By the early 20th century, the tango had gained popularity among the upper classes and began appearing
in salons and theaters. This shift led to the development of a more polished style, and composers like Carlos
Gardel played a significant role in popularizing the genre through song. Tango music became synonymous

with the lyrics of love, heartbreak, and longing, appealing to a broad audience.
As the tango spread internationally, especially to Paris in the 1910s, it underwent further transformations.

The French embraced the dance, adding their flair and styles, which contributed to its evolution into a

more theatrical performance.

Astor Piazzolla: The Innovator

Early Life

Astor Piazzolla was born on March 11, 1921, in Mar del Plata, Argentina. His family moved to Buenos Aires
when he was young, where he was exposed to the vibrant tango culture. Piazzolla began studying music
as a child and showed a prodigious talent for the bandonedn, a type of accordion that became synonymous

with tango music.

In his teenage years, Piazzolla's musical journey took him to France, where he studied under renowned
composer Nadia Boulanger. Boulanger recognized his potential and encouraged him to blend the traditional

tango with classical music elements, leading to Piazzolla's unique style.

Musical Innovations

Piazzolla's return to Argentina in the late 1940s marked the beginning of his quest to redefine tango. He



sought to incorporate various musical influences, including jazz and classical, into his compositions. His

innovative approach included:

- Complex Arrangements: Piazzolla created intricate musical structures that went beyond the simple
melodies of traditional tango.

- Use of Instruments: He expanded the traditional tango ensemble, often incorporating strings, woodwinds,
and brass instruments, which added depth and richness to his music.

- Rhythmic Freedom: Piazzolla introduced more complex rhythms and time signatures, giving his music a

dynamic quality that differed from the standard tango.

His compositions, such as "Libertango" and "Adids Nonino," exemplified this fusion of styles and showcased

his distinctive voice within the tango genre.

The Rise of Nuevo Tango

Defining Nuevo Tango

Astor Piazzolla is often credited with creating "Nuevo Tango," a term that describes the modern evolution
of tango music that incorporates elements from jazz, classical, and even avant-garde music. This new style

was characterized by:

1. Innovative Compositions: Piazzolla's works often featured non-traditional harmonic progressions and
complex forms.

2. Expressive Improvisation: Drawing from jazz traditions, Piazzolla encouraged improvisation in
performances, allowing musicians to express their individuality.

3. Theatrical Performance: Nuevo Tango performances often included theatrical elements, turning concerts

into immersive experiences.

Impact on Tango Music and Dance

Piazzolla's Nuevo Tango had a profound impact on the tango community and beyond. Some of the key

effects included:

- Revitalization of Tango: His work revitalized interest in tango music among younger generations,
bridging the gap between traditional and contemporary forms.

- International Recognition: Piazzolla's music gained international acclaim, bringing tango to concert halls
and festivals worldwide.

- New Dance Styles: The evolution of tango music led to new dance styles that incorporated more freedom



of movement and expression, expanding the possibilities for dancers.

Piazzolla's Legacy

Influence on Future Generations

Astor Piazzolla passed away on July 4, 1992, but his influence continues to resonate within the music
world. Many contemporary composers and musicians cite him as a significant source of inspiration. The

following are some noteworthy contributions to his legacy:

- Fusion of Genres: Piazzolla's work encouraged musicians worldwide to experiment with blending
different genres, leading to new forms of musical expression.

- Modern Dance: Choreographers have drawn on Piazzolla's compositions to create innovative dance
performances, showcasing the emotional depth and complexity of tango.

- Educational Impact: Institutions and music schools now include Piazzolla's works in their curricula,

ensuring that future generations understand the evolution of tango music.

Commemoration and Recognition

In recognition of his contributions, Piazzolla has received numerous awards and honors posthumously,

including:

- Latin Grammy Awards: He has been recognized for his compositions and recordings, solidifying his place
in music history.
- Cultural Festivals: Various tango festivals around the world celebrate Piazzolla's music, featuring

performances that highlight his unique style.

Conclusion

The history of the tango Piazzolla is not merely a tale of a musical genre; it is a narrative of cultural
transformation, innovation, and the indomitable spirit of artistic expression. Astor Piazzolla's journey from
the streets of Buenos Aires to international acclaim illustrates the power of music to transcend boundaries
and evolve over time. His legacy endures in the hearts of musicians, dancers, and audiences around the
globe, ensuring that his contributions to the tango will be remembered and celebrated for generations to
come. Through his revolutionary vision, Piazzolla not only reinvented tango music but also breathed new

life into a cultural tradition, establishing it as a vibrant art form that continues to inspire.



Frequently Asked Questions

Who was Astor Piazzolla and what was his contribution to the tango?

Astor Piazzolla was an Argentine composer and bandonedén player who revolutionized the traditional tango

by incorporating elements of jazz and classical music, creating a new genre known as 'nuevo tango.’

How did Astor Piazzolla's early life influence his music?

Piazzolla was born in Mar del Plata, Argentina, and moved to Buenos Aires at a young age. His exposure to
both traditional tango music and European classical music, especially during his studies in France,

significantly shaped his unique style.

What is the significance of Piazzolla's composition 'Libertango'?

'Libertango’ is one of Piazzolla's most famous compositions and is often credited with bringing tango music
to international audiences. Its fusion of traditional tango rhythms with modern harmonies exemplifies the

nuevo tango style.

How did Piazzolla's work challenge traditional tango norms?

Piazzolla's work challenged traditional tango by introducing complex harmonies, unconventional structures,
and improvisational elements, moving away from the dance-centric focus to a more concert-oriented

approach.

What legacy did Piazzolla leave on the tango genre?

Piazzolla's legacy includes inspiring a new generation of musicians and composers to explore and expand
the boundaries of tango, establishing it as a serious art form and influencing genres worldwide, from jazz to

classical music.
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